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Her cry was the saddest sound of orgasm I had ever heard.

—Haruki Murakami, Norwegian Wood








[image: Chapter Opener, One]

Mom died four weeks ago, but her patchouli incense still lingers in the drywall of her closet. All her crusty secondhand Persian rugs—gone. All her thrifted furniture and vintage trinkets—gone. Sold to cover funeral costs. All is quiet. All is empty. All except a rack of kaftans, three boxes, some photo albums, and 200 hits of Molly in a Ziploc bag.

I scoff. This is so Mom. Always leaving her latest projects lying around the house. I had just finished lugging an armful of gladiator sandals into a box for Goodwill when the bag dropped from an overhead shelf, landing on my big toe like a beanbag tossed from the void. A ghost’s invitation to play.

I give the drugs a shake in her direction. “Are you kidding me with this?”

Across the room, a bright blue urn stares back at me. Even in death, my mother has found a way to minimize my frustration, her quick quips and cheeky winks milled down and compacted to ash inside a vessel no bigger than a coffeepot. She sits, perched on the floor next to my crumpled sleeping bag. I’ve been sleeping in her room.

“Seriously, you couldn’t have flushed your stash before you jumped ship? Maybe gifted it to your horny women’s circle?”

I keep waiting for her to respond, to waddle after me like some enchanted Disney houseware whenever I turn my back. Mom was anything but passive; this silence is new for me.

“I know you can hear me,” I hiss, returning to her closet.

The scent of fresh cardboard hits my nose. I’m still waiting for the lights to flicker, the closet door to slam shut behind me. For weeks, I have waited for Mom to fuck with me from the afterlife. Ghosts, spirits, messages from beyond—so not my thing, but definitely her thing. Mom was witchy. She sold herb-infused candles and crystal dildos. Refurbished velvet love seats and vintage tees. Every moon, she saged my jeans and blessed my virgin bed with ginseng root until one day, at eighteen, I finally snapped, “I have done it, you know. You can stop now.” Selling propagated plants was her specialty, but her real passion was light drug dealing.

“I dabble,” she told neighbors in confidence. Stagnant housewives. Exhausted carpool moms. Women who had lost a grip on their truer selves, thinking my eccentric free-spirited mother—with her Stevie Nicks top hat and vegan-friendly ankle boots—could revive and cure them by association. What I wouldn’t give to hear those ankle boots thudding floorboards right now.

I chuck a handful of wire hangers into a box, loud enough so she can hear. I’m not pissed because I found the drugs. Mom was street-smart; I trusted she could wiggle her way out of any situation, even illegal ones. I’m pissed because I got up early to clear out her closet, tugging housedresses off hangers, swatting at overhead shoe boxes I couldn’t reach—waiting, just waiting for a sign of her haunting. Yes, the bag fell, but the AC kicked on right before, and my logical brain is too hardwired to ignore a scientific explanation. Once again, I trust science before trusting my mother.

“We call that physics, Ma.” I tape a box closed and kick it to the corner.

It never bothered me—the light drug dealing. In a way, it was cute watching Mom weigh little baggies of shrooms on her food scale in the kitchen, calling up old girlfriends for orders. It was the small things that kept her going and made her smile, and that’s all I wanted. To see her smile.

But over the last week, a spell of newfound bitterness has cast itself over me, its angry magic growing more impenetrable by the day. The more I accept her silence—the more I wait for the urn to waddle or the toilet to flush beneath me when I pee—the angrier I feel.

I sigh, deflating my back against the closet wall. I study the unmarked bag of pills. Little Mollys. Has to be Molly. The colors are so cheerful—a large scoop of tricolored pastel babies cradled in the pit of my palm. When I flex my fingers, their cries skitter beneath their cellophane blanket. Looking closer, there’s a small M embossed on each translucent round gel casing. I try snapping a photo on a pill identifier app, but nothing comes up. They look like layer cakes. Teeny-tiny macarons for mice.

Jesus, Ma, if Aunt Jean had found this bag, in the house she’s currently selling no less, she’d—

“Arvy?” Aunt Jean’s voice echoes from down the hallway, its volume growing louder as she draws near. “Arvy? Arvy?”

Shit. I search the closet for a hiding spot, if not for me, then for the pills. “Arvy?”

Shitshitshitshit.

I scamper out into Mom’s bedroom. It’s weird crossing floorboards this naked, surfaces I’d never seen or heard unrugged until yesterday after the movers left. For reasons I can’t explain, I dash for the urn next to my sleeping bag.

You’d think ashes were loose, but no—they pack them in a vacuum-sealed bag so they don’t scatter should the vessel tip or shatter. I unscrew the lid, stash the bag of pills on top of Mom, and screw it shut just in time to turn and see Aunt Jean standing in the doorway. Her face falls.

“Oh, Arvy.”

I furrow my brow. Then I remember who I’m holding. “Oh!” A nervous chuckle escapes me. “N-no, I-I was just moving it.”

“Don’t explain, dear.” Her feet are faster than her words. She jerks me into a perfumed hug, the bulbous hips of the urn digging into my ribs and against my chest. I’m not wearing a bra.

“I’ve told you a hundred times,” she coos, “you can talk to me.”

I swear to God if she uses the term safe space one more time—

“I’m a safe space, Arvy, safe space. Shhh.”

Her neck cradles mine like a swan’s. After the movers loaded the last of my stuff into a portable storage unit bound for California, Jean begged me to sleep at her house, to vacate my childhood home in the days that remained before Mom’s house officially sold. But I’m my mother’s daughter. I’m too proud to accept professional advice.

“Bottling up these emotions—Arvy, it’s not healthy.”

Every cell in my body groans. Ever since the memorial, Aunt Jean has monitored me with the tired eyes of a newborn mother, anticipating some frantic cry for help that I have yet to give. At first, the attention was comforting. Now, it just feels nosy. She’s always touching me. My hair. My hands. All the boxes I’ve packed. It is as if she thinks her magic touch will somehow summon my tears. If only she understood; I’m not hiding my grief. I just keep forgetting Mom is dead.

“Was just moving it off the ground, Jean. I’m fine.”

She pulls away, a glint of mascara tears collected in her lashes. “I’m sorry to interrupt your moment, but didn’t you say your first final is at nine?”

I whip my phone out of my back pocket. 8:41 a.m.

Shit! I dash across the room, wiggling my toes into a collapsed pair of checkered Vans. Ever since Mom died, my sense of time has gone ass-up, something that stupid grief counselor at the medical examiner’s office didn’t tell me in her little impromptu one-on-one. “I’ll be back in an hour.”

“Well here, let me take the—”

“No!” I hug the urn. “No, uh… I-I want her with me. For luck.” I cop a smile, but Jean’s alarmist tone stalks me down the hall.

“Well, at least let me drop off the rest of the boxes—”

Her loose jewelry jingles behind me—the same pitch as my mother’s favorite bangles. I walk faster.

Damn. Car keys. I turn back, snatching them from a pile of yesterday’s dirty clothes.

“Arvy, please reconsider staying at my house, at least while Greg and I are out of town. Had I known you’d insist on sleeping here, I wouldn’t have arranged for the relocation movers to transport all your things this week. Arvy, that sleeping bag. On the floor—”

“Have a great trip, Jean!” I peck her cheek, half apologizing when my ponytail whips her across the face.

“Arvy.” Her pleas accelerate with my stride. “The utilities are being shut off tomorrow. I’ve told you, there is no point in you staying in a dark, empty house. It’s not normal—”

Not this again. I round the corner of the hallway, straight for the front door—

WOOF!

I trip over Shelley, the urn slipping from my grip. A bowling ball—fumbled. Jean’s hands shoot out, but I grab it just in time. A gasp seizes us both. WOOF, WOOF!

“Goddamn this dog.”

“Arvy! What a thing to say.” Jean cuts in front of me to coddle Shelley, her latest foster dog. Shelley is a geriatric basset hound, blind in one eye and deaf in both ears. Her bladder is so shot we can’t even move her without brown piss sputtering out beneath her. The dog is fucking miserable, and we’ve got the bite marks to prove it—Jean’s fingers are covered in Band-Aids, her arms spackled with concealer.

“I must have left the back door open,” she says. “Come on, Shelley, come on.”

She tows the dog by the collar, crouching her way through the open living room toward the glass door. Shelley growls, her untrimmed nails carving check marks in the floorboards that Mom spent years protecting. Dribbles of pee and pebbled shit leave a breadcrumb path.

On tiptoe, I navigate the obstacle course of piss spatter in the entryway. “I promise to have everything out by Thursday.”

“The buyers are closing on Friday—”

“I’ll leave my key under the mat.” I reach for the front door.

“OK, but remember to lock the door and empty the fridge. And don’t forget to feed Shelley!”

I whip around. “What?”

She pulls a roll of paper towels from her handbag, rushing to wipe up Shelley’s mess.

“I thought you were taking her with you.”

“I was, but your Uncle Greg is livid—says we need quality alone time. I’ve been juggling so much. Why else would he insist we still go on our anniversary trip as planned? The man needs romance, Arvy, I can’t deny him that.” She crawls around the empty living room on all fours, checking for unseen puddles with a soiled yellow napkin, scrambling to find a trash can. But the movers took that too. “I’ll leave her outside with a box fan and water. Just take your final and let her in when you get back. If you walk her five times a day, she won’t pee as much, I promise. I’ll be back on Friday morning to sign the closing contracts and drive you to the airport. You have my house key, right? Oh, will you email me your itinerary? Oh, and Arvy?”

I slam the front door, clenching my teeth, my eyes, my toes, Mom’s keys—

I hate this. Hate! Hate feeling tethered to other people’s good graces. Hate needing help whether I ask for it or not. Before this month, I didn’t even talk to Jean unless there was a holiday or funeral; Mom and I made a sport of dodging her around town. Now she’s everywhere, leading the charge, and I’m left to follow because of Mom’s will.

That fucking will—How could she? I wouldn’t even be in this situation had Mom not added conditions.

Therefore, being of sound mind and body, I leave all my remaining assets to my daughter, Harvey Moon Keening, on the condition that she must present proof of a college degree from an accredited university before obtaining control of my estate. If proof of a college degree cannot be provided, my sister, Jean Annabel Giger, shall inherit my estate until notarized proof of a college degree is provided.

It doesn’t make sense; Mom vilified Jean. Watching them share space was like watching a pagan choreograph a moon dance with a nun. They disagreed at every turn. Even in childhood photos, they stood three feet apart.

The clause was dated a week after last Christmas, a detail that sobered me the second I heard the lawyer read it aloud. Last Christmas, Mom was in one of her funks, the worst I’d seen or felt in a long time.

The funk. That’s what we called it. The thing that latched on to my mom for as long as I can remember, like a virus that would flare and go dormant. It’s hard to describe what the funk felt like. After all, I was only a spectator who sensed its presence. The funk followed us on vacations. It rode in the back seat on road trips and lingered patiently on holidays. It hated weddings. Somehow using the funk as a euphemism made Mom’s condition seem less serious. After all, a funk is manageable. The funk comes to town? Go to a yoga class. The funk sticks around? Watch a Jeopardy! marathon. The funk gets worse? Drive the Caddy around the block until it goes away. Works every time.

“Of sound mind and body?” If only they knew.

But dog-sitting Shelley—ugh. I can’t refuse Jean a favor, not now. Jean holds all my cards and has been nice enough to let me play them from behind her shoulder. I could have kept the house, but the money was too tempting. Paying off student loans and getting a place of my own sounded like a win, and I needed a win. I had no desire to live in a college town for the rest of my life, or to become a landlord for student renters. Jean disagreed, but luckily, she felt embarrassed enough about her executorship to ultimately let me decide its fate, agreeing to conserve the profits until I graduate. Jean’s kindness has me in her debt. She even found me a cheaper sublet in San Francisco a few blocks from my impending internship. I can’t deny her a favor, not now.

Friggin’ dog.

Hard sunlight sizzles off the driveway. I climb into Mom’s massive 1989 Cadillac, its hot-pink paint job still holding strong after all these years. I buckle Mom in tight behind the furry passenger seat belt, imagining that this was her view of me when I was a little girl.

For the first time today, I mutter the question—the question I have muttered into the void every day since she died. “Why did you take my car that day, Ma?”

I wait for the waddle. For a ceramic hand to sprout from the lid, honk my nose, and slap me across the face. I wait for her voice.

Silence. She’s in one of her moods.

It takes only about ten minutes to get anywhere in Westheimer if you speed, which everyone does, but Mom’s pink Caddy is practically a hearse in her absence—it draws attention. Eager to speed but not enough to risk it, I sail University Drive at 15 mph. It couldn’t be more obvious that it is finals week—all the good parking is taken. Not one human in sight except for a small brigade of middle-aged female speed walkers. They slow when they see Mom’s car. She was always seen cruising around town, smiling, glowing, gracing people with her feel-good chatter and charismatic presence. I wave sheepishly.

I didn’t really think this whole urn thing through, only now realizing that I’m about to escort 200 hits of Molly onto a university campus. I consider stashing the drugs in the trunk, but that doesn’t quite sit well either. People are always peering into this car’s windows to admire the blood-red fabric upholstery. No one peers into me; I’d sooner honk.

Running far too late to park anywhere legal, I zoom into a faculty parking spot. This test should take me forty minutes, tops. I’ll be back before they can find me.

I look down at Mom in the passenger seat, strapped in like a toddler. My gut says stash her, but the thought of leaving her alone, in a hot car, no less… In high school, the drug dogs were always seen patrolling the parking lot, never the classroom.

I check the time. Fuck.

I grab Mom and haul ass to the science building.
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Bidding farewell to Analytical Chemistry never felt so good. Sure, my upper lip sweated the whole time, and I couldn’t stop bouncing the urn atop my knee, even after the girls beside me began to stare. Other than that, I’d say I fared well for a first-time drug smuggler.

As I jog back to Mom’s car, my ponytail catches a stiff breeze at the same time an erratic flapping sound scurries in the distance. I slow to a halt. I know that sound.

Pinned beneath my windshield wiper, an orange slip of paper flutters like a fish caught on a hook.

No. I look down at the tire, knowing, just knowing—NO.

Below the front fender, a scuffed-up yellow boot holds the wheel hostage.

They found me. After four weeks of dodging unpaid parking tickets in Mom’s car, they found me. Goddamn those ticket-hungry student officers, those 9 a.m. sadists. It’s not my fault I didn’t want to pay for another parking permit. It’s not my fault my car is buried somewhere in a salvage yard in Central Texas with the Westheimer University parking sticker still on it.

A few yards away, a campus policeman strolls the sidewalk, his head cast down. Eyes on his phone. Shit. I gotta get these pills off campus. Fast.

I speed-walk toward the main drag, keeping my chin low. Urn clutched. Mom’s manageable weight suddenly feels like a ten-pound jack-in-the-box that could pop open at any second, scattering pills and ash across the quad. Crowds begin exiting buildings in droves. Fuck, fuck—

Deep breaths, she says. I wince. “Now is not the time, Ma,” I mutter under my breath.

When I was nine, Mom made a pallet on the back porch, laid me on a blanket, and lined my chakras with seven duck eggs. She cast an antianxiety spell over my body—a cure for the attacks I “suffered” during lunch period when my best friend no longer wanted to sit next to me. For the first few weeks, it was nice hearing Mom in my head at school, even if it was magic of my own doing. She coached me when I struggled at sleepovers, when I failed a quiz, when I cried in school bathrooms. But by junior high, it was a curse I couldn’t undo. I heard it when I had trouble inserting tampons, when I stole my best friend’s training bra, when I flubbed up my first kiss in eighth grade. “Listen,” it would say. “Just listen.”

I walk faster. Fine! I’m listening.

The way I see it, you have three choices. Mom was obsessed with the number three. Something about cosmic harmony or mystic triangles.

One, you can walk over to Campus Police and pay the ticket, along with the eleven others you have dodged payment on.

I snort. Yeah, right. I just spent the last of my overage check on a plane ticket, and I’d rather drink battery acid than borrow another dime from Aunt Jean right now.

Two, you can curl into a ball and crouch behind an exhaust pipe, allowing the fumes to ease you into a temporary state of euphoria until you take your next final.

Not the wisest choice, but a solid option.

Or three, you can wave down that sort of friend of yours, Amy, who just climbed into a Nissan Altima that looks like it might have ample air-conditioning.

“Amy!”

Amy turns, searching the lot for her name. I wave her down like a desperate hooker.

“Hey, can I—” I jog up to her side, checking my peripherals as the late breakfast rush funnels into the Student Center. “Can I get a ride? My mom’s car won’t start, and I need to get home fast.” It’s weird saying things like my mom’s car, speaking of her as if she were still alive and not nestled like a football underneath my armpit.

“Sure.” She taps away at her phone, her Technicolor nails clacking. “Gotta make a pit stop first, though.”

“Thank you. Seriously, thank you.”
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Thirty minutes later, I’m all out of thanks, full-on sweating in Amy’s Nissan. I expel a heavy sigh outside my rolled-down window. The AC is blasting, but it’s muggy, and I’m too peeved to tell Amy she needs coolant.

Mom is wedged between my feet on the dirty floor mat, her blue shell looking comfy in the shade. Amy’s car smells like fast food; her back seat’s littered with it. My stomach grumbles.

“I promise he’s never late,” Amy says, thumbnails still tap-dancing against her screen. She hasn’t put it down since she started driving—a testament to how much Amy hasn’t changed since high school. Not that we were close, but there is lingering sense of camaraderie among Westheimer High alumni who stayed in town for college. At least one strong enough to justify a nod hello across campus, or the occasional favor. I assumed when she said pit stop, she meant food or gas, but since we’ve been parked outside an H-E-B market for the last twenty minutes, I deduce that pit stop is in fact code for drug deal. Amy’s a pothead, and not the fun kind.

Drugs aren’t really my thing. Not because I don’t like them, but because I tend to waste the high on obsessive productivity. The first and only time I did coke, I ditched my friends at prom and immediately drove home to mathematically rearrange all the potted plants on our back porch. It was fun. Way more fun than prom.

“Just a couple more minutes. And don’t worry—he’s cool. Just don’t draw attention to the car when he comes. And don’t fidget when he does the switch-off.”

“Switch-off?”

“The money part.”

“Oh.”

She checks her cleavage and lipstick in the rearview mirror. She pinches her cheeks, studying all her angles. “Do I look fuckable?”

I shrug, then nod.

Sunlight sears the top of my thighs. I yank down on the hem of my shorts, inconveniently the shortest I own. I forgot to do laundry this week, leaving my most unfortunate cutoffs to wear, the ones that ride up my ass every time I sit down. I crack my neck. Rub my swollen eyes, achy from squinting in the sun. Between clearing out the house and studying for exams, I haven’t gotten much sleep, let alone bathed, in three days. I’m surviving on Oscar Mayer’s entire product line, and I smell like deli meat.

I schedule a reminder in my phone, activating an alarm for 9:30 p.m. TAKE A SHOWER, YOU SMELL LIKE BAIT.

A couple more minutes turns into ten.

“Uh, Amy?” I reach for the urn. “Thanks for the ride, but I think I’m just gonna walk.”

“He’s almost here, I swear. Look, he just texted me.”

“It’s just, it’s finals week and I have to study and my car is bogus—I just need to get home, you know. I’ve got a final at two, and I still have to—”

“Hey.” A deep voice sweeps in through the open window behind my shoulder, whipping my spine back against my seat.

Oh my.

The first thing I see is hair—dark, thick, unruly hair—and a killer set of eyebrows. I don’t catch his face; I’m still stuck on the broad shoulders blocking my view, the dark-gray T-shirt concealing a long, daggerlike torso. Lean, muscular arms. Suddenly, my shorts are twice as short; I jab my hips up and yank down on the hem.

He doesn’t acknowledge me; his eyes oblige Amy, a genuine fretfulness wrinkling his brow.

“Sorry, got held up,” he says, casting a minty exhale past my nose. Someone just brushed his teeth.

He looks at me, nods, then veers back in surprise. Like he recognizes me. Or maybe he doesn’t care for the smell of bologna.

“It’s cool,” Amy says. “We haven’t been waiting long.”

The hell we haven’t.

She slips something into my left hand. Paper? A note? I can’t be sure because I haven’t figured out a way to not stare at this guy. Jesus. Remind me to do more drugs.

“You just got out of the science building.” He points at my chin. “We passed each other. I recognize your”—his eyes drift to the urn on the floorboards—“shirt.”

Impossible. Ain’t no way I would have missed this guy. He looks like a hot Olympian gone rogue. “I didn’t see you,” I murmur.

“Well, I saw you, kid.”

Kid?

Amy cuts in like she can’t abide small talk. “Wolf, meet Arvy. Arvy, Wolf.” She taps my hand—a child tapping the shell of a turtle, commanding it to come alive, to move.

His lips hitch in a smirk.

“Arvy?” He chortles. “Like a mobile home?”

I frown. “That’s an RV. My name is Arvy.”

“I dunno, girl, sounds the same to me.”

“Yeah? Well, who named you, a six-year-old?”

He chuckles, flashing a row of white teeth that scream of privilege, or at least a well-paid orthodontist. “I like you.” He holds out his hand, and I roll my eyes, accepting his handshake. But when our palms touch, something plastic hits my fingers and drops between my thighs.

“Oh! Sorry, I-I thought we were just—shaking hands.” I wedge my fist between my legs, fishing for what’s fallen, but the tiny packet slides deeper into the seat, nestled somewhere underneath my crotch. I duck my chin, hiding my blush as I dig for gold beneath my butt. My shorts creep up higher.

“Sorry. Here.” I hand the packet back to him. “Oh, wait, no, sorry.” I hand it to Amy. Wolf snickers. He mutters cute before turning his head at a passing car.

Fuck this guy and his sexy hands and nice teeth and unruly hair and gentle manner. If I weren’t blushing, I’d be spitting.

“Amy”—he extends his arm inside the car—“always a pleasure.” The muggy AC blows past his forearm, fanning a sweet musk of soap and sandalwood. Puckered veins cord and braid and flex beneath his skin when he fist-bumps Amy. His fingers are long. Knuckles like a row of dice. He turns to me. “Cutie?” He offers a fist-bump, but I wave him off and sink down in my seat, my ankles inching inward. They hug Mom.

But his fist doesn’t drop.

Our eyes lock, and suddenly I’m fifteen again—a flush-faced freshman cooking under a hot senior’s gaze. His smile pinches into a hard line, but his regard is warm. Inviting. Wait, are we flirting?

Amy slowly tweezes the folded money from my clenched fist and hands it to him.

Oh.

“Thanks, Wolfie. Sorry for the parking lot.”

He tips his chin. “You still rooming at McCormick?”

“Fuck no. I’m out of the dorms. I’m at Northwoods now.”

“Next time, just head home. I’ll drop off there.”

“I was giving Arvy a ride to her mom’s house.”

I cop a sheepish smile.

“And how is Mom these days?” he asks me, a slight twinkle in his tone.

“She’s dead,” I quip.

Silence. I immediately regret my tendency to turn into a Grade A asshole around cute boys.

The narrowing slits of his eyes study me like they can’t quite place me. And though it irks me to hold eye contact for longer than five seconds most days, I match his quiet scrutiny with a cutting smile.

“Nah, she’s not dead.” He points to my heart. “She’s just in there now.”

My throat closes. The feisty flame dancing in my chest caps off, and I feel myself dim.

Something about the funk changed last year, and Mom’s usual coping tricks weren’t working. On a good day, the funk hung back and slept on Mom’s chest. On a bad day, it split her open, wore her like a hat, and paced around on two feet, void of all reason and purpose. Some days she hung on by a thread, the funk burrowing so deep I feared she’d cut her wrists open just to dig it out. The funk isn’t sad or mean. It isn’t hateful or dramatic. It’s hard to describe the funk, really, though the word lonely comes to mind.

So when Wolf points at my chest, I instantly worry it’s the funk he’s referring to. Like he can see it inside me, dormant and knocking at my heart’s gate. I try to blink the fear away—the sting in my nose, the acid in my throat—but the more I blink, the more contaminated I feel.

Please don’t be the funk. Please don’t be the funk.

Wolf’s fingers curl inward on the windowsill. He must suspect that his words pierced deeper than intended because his shoulders cave—a man suddenly embarrassed of his size. “Sorry.”

I shake my head. Force a smile.

“Where’s her house?”

I clear my throat, “Uh, Garner Street?” Stilted when I hear my home address come out like a question.

“I’m heading that way. Want a ride?”

“Oh. Uh—” I turn to Amy. “No, Amy can take me.”

“Well—” Amy shovels the innards of her leather purse, a small glass pipe perched between her teeth. The bowl’s already packed with bud. “I mean, if Wolf is going there anyway…”

Amy’s sort of a bitch. The same reason she’s only sort of my friend.

She flicks a lighter and inhales a deep, satisfying toke, blowing smoke across the dash before diving face down for another hit. Great.

I turn back to Wolf watching Amy, a bored expression on his face.

“You sure you don’t mind?” I ask him.

“Like I said, I’m heading that way.”

Amy shoos me toward Wolf, who is opening my door. “Um. Yeah, OK.” I evacuate the car, Mom in hand. Wolf’s gaze does not go unnoticed; his eyes shoot straight to my shorts. He looks away. I yank down at my hems, staring at his scuffed-up boots—laces untied, tongue protruding, like he threw them on in a hurry.

“Uh—thanks, Amy.” I wave back. “Sorry about that whole switch-off thing.”

“Virgin jitters,” she croaks. She plops her purse into the passenger seat and speeds off, leaving Wolf and me to our devices. We pull out our phones at the same time.
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Long, nimble fingers adjust a row of AC vents, directing a gentle gust of cold air to my neck. I made sure to check my reflection before I got in the car. I look like the red M&M.

Wolf’s dated Mercedes doesn’t reek of skunk weed and chicken tenders like I anticipated. This college drug dealer keeps his dashboard polished, his leather seats conditioned. How someone treats their car says a lot about how they treat themselves. Mom taught me that.

The mid-May sun rolls past the windshield. I squeeze Mom between my ankles. She’s cold.

“Nice car,” I offer.

His eyes drift to my sun-seared thighs. I yank at my shorts again, busying myself with nerves before realizing he’s not staring at my legs—he’s staring at the urn. I sink behind my seat belt.

A steady flow of traffic fields the late morning hustle and bustle. Westheimer is a small town, but a busy one, attracting a weird population of STEM industry and students who didn’t get into UT. One of those Central Texas novelty towns with more short-term residents than locals. More National Merit Scholars than All-State athletes. To me, it’s just home.

A line of oak trees breaks along the road, and a violent sunbeam hits the dash. We flip our visors down at the same time.

“You hungry?” he says.

“Hmm?”

“Just a quick drive-thru. That cool?”

Another pit stop? Arvy, you’re never going to get anywhere if you keep accepting rides from drug affiliates.

I check the dash clock. Almost eleven. “Uh—sure. Fine.” Two phones sit in his cupholder, a pristine iPhone and a dingy Nokia. A burner phone, maybe? I consider telling Wolf about the Molly in Mom’s urn but worry he might assess me differently if I do. Not that he’s assessing me, but there’s definitely a vibe. A mutual animalistic curiosity, however timid or chill. I imagine Mom sitting in her ceramic cell, scooting over to make room for her little Mollys, assigning each a unique name and zodiac sign.

Wolf pulls into a Taco Bell drive-thru. I can’t stop staring at his hands, the elegant orchestration of pale fingers tapping a bass line into the wheel’s worn leather piping. Clean nails. Knuckles sharp as cashews. I imagine him handling objects with those well-defined fingers. A fork at dinner. A pencil in class. A puppy. I imagine him at night, sitting up in bed, shirt off, zipper open, holding his—

“You want anything?”

I shake my head.

“You sure?” He cocks his hips. Fishes for his wallet. “I got paid today.” He smirks, and I can’t help but smile, feeling like a guest in a cockpit.

“I can’t spend your hard-earned money.”

“Easy money is more like it.”

Fuck it. I’m broke and starving. “OK, I’ll take three Doritos Locos tacos, some fire sauce, and a bean burrito. Uh, two bean burritos. Please.”

His smirk extends. “That’s what I get.”

He orders at the speaker, and I wonder if he’s a student. Can’t be local. I’ve lived here all my life and can sense these things. Probably one of those burnout types, the ones who enroll in a few core classes, then drop out for greener pastures. If that’s the case, good for him. He’s got more money in his wallet than I do in my bank account. The thought prickles; I worked my ass off all four years of college, only to see my GPA plummet in a matter of weeks.

After Mom died, professors offered extensions—they were informed about what had happened. But I refused, worried that a setback might compromise my internship, push back my graduation, and delay my inheritance even further. When Mom died, there were plenty of male bioscience undergrads stalking my predicament, like spectators outside a Wonka factory. I could feel their eyes watching my every step, perhaps hoping my golden ticket would slip from my hands in a dogpile fumble. Like anything else in life, luck can be intercepted.

“Somethin’ wrong with my driving?”

“Hmm?”

He pulls forward to the drive-thru window. “You’ve been staring at my hands the whole ride.”

“No, I haven’t.”

“Can I get some fire sauce?”

“Not the whole ride.”

“Here, hold this.” He gives me the bag, chuckling when I make a point of not looking at him. “No need to be nervous.”

Back on the main road, I pull a taco from the bag like a kid sneaking a cookie from its jar, thankful when he nods, permitting me to eat in his nice clean car. I can barely get it unwrapped before inhaling a bite. Fuck me, that’s good—

“What are you studying?”

“Besides this taco?” I muffle, words labored behind my next bite. “Biochemistry.”

“Fancy.” His eyes narrow like he’s piecing me together. “Forensic track?”

“Pharmaceuticals.”

He scratches his chin. “Pharmacist or engineer?”

“Why, are you hiring?” I grin in response to his breathy chuckle. “Engineer,” I offer. I chew. “Though I’m not sure how good I’ll be at it. I mean, I’m smart—I can do the work but… I don’t know. It’s a tough field. Definitely competitive. I got this research internship at this, like, big pharmaceutical company in San Francisco. Pretty sure I’m a diversity hire.”

“Internship?”

I nod. “My degree requires us to complete an internship. All the bioscience majors have to do it. Kind of what sets West U apart. Gotta compete for freshman enrollment somehow, right?” I pluck a confetto of cheese from my chest. My thigh.

“Hmm. I didn’t know that. About the program, I mean.”

“Why would you?”

He smirks, an air of reticence when he mutters, “Right.”

“I leave at the end of the week. That is, if I pass all my finals. I’ve got four exams before Friday, and I’ve missed tons of class. I fail, I lose my internship. I lose my internship, I won’t graduate at the end of the summer. I’ll be stuck here another year.”

“What four?”

“For failing my classes.”

“No, I mean what four classes?”

“Oh, uh, Analytical Chemistry, that one’s done at least, Gender Studies at two, Chemical Bio tomorrow—is this boring you?”

“No,” he says evenly. Damn. That hair, that smile—

“Art Appreciation on Thursday, but that’s a blow-off. Not that I blow things off”—Oh god, did I just say that—“I just took the class to make my mom happy.” I snort. “Clearly, it didn’t work.” My chest crimps, my heart collapsing the second the joke leaves my mouth. My ankle brushes the urn. I didn’t mean that.

I finish my taco and dictate directions, leading him down a few bogus turns just to stretch time. A part of me wishes we could drive all day. A part of me hopes we might be friends now.

It’s been a while since I’ve had a friend. Lab partners don’t count. Lab partners don’t check up on you after the university Facebook page posts pics of your mom’s crash site. “Historical 200-year-old tree decimated by female driver.” Lab partners don’t hug you when you return to class, or let you borrow their notes for makeup work, even after they offered. It was a sobering realization, thinking I had friends when really I had colleagues. I say I don’t care, but Mom says I have a hard time admitting how much I need people. Lately, I’ve been fantasizing about hookup apps—wanting to swipe right on someone I can fuck into friendship. I fantasize about kissing people I barely know. Boys. Girls. Doesn’t matter. I fantasized about kissing Wolf when we first got in the car, just leaning over and going for it, hoping he might be weird enough to kiss me back.

We eventually turn down my street, and my stomach flutters. Wolf pulls up to my curb, his attention momentarily stolen by an incoming call. He taps Ignore.

“Hey, uh”—he shoves the car into Park and pulls his tacos from the bag—“sorry I said that thing about your mom back there. In Amy’s car. I was just”—he takes a moment to consider himself, surrendering to a shrug—“I dunno, trying to be smooth.”

“No worries.” I rattle the bag. “You made up for it.”

We don’t move. He doesn’t say bye, and I don’t force it. We stare at each other.

I hold my breath. Lungs tight. Feeling excited and nervous and maybe a little brave when his gaze ever so slightly drops to my lips.

“Well. I hope my driving was up to your standards.”

I look to the wheel, feigning contemplation. “It was.”

“So, staring at my steering wheel the whole time was… habitual?”

I wish I could taste information. Wish I was a Jacobson’s organ—a snake tongue sampling sex in the air or danger worth the risk. He drags his palms down his jeans, his eyes awaiting my reply.

“I like your hands.” I swear it flies out of my mouth before my brain can catch it. Oh god, oh god, oh god—

He stares, his poise unreadable. My pulse soars into overdrive.

I duck for the urn, resolved to burst out of the car, crawl under a bush, and die of embarrassment. But his unflappable gaze is so calm and unassuming, I pause—as if I were a specimen on a dissection pan, pinned wide open. I steel my spine and wait.

“My hands,” he says carefully. He reads his palms. Rotates his wrists. “Any part in particular?”

I swallow my pride. “Fingers.”

He leers, hitching a smirk beneath his smoky gaze. “You like fingers, Arvy?”

“I’m sorry—” I cover my face with the urn, a sputtered laugh jettisoned from my chest. My cheeks flush so hard, I fear they’ll burn. What the fuck? Am I that horny? Delirious? “I-I don’t know who I am right now. I’m very tired. I don’t normally objectify people I’ve just met. I wait till I get to know them first,” I crack.

Please ask for my number. Please ask for my number. I peer around the urn.

He studies something behind my shoulder. Cocks his chin. “Looks like you got visitors.”

I turn.

Two men stand on my porch, one skinny, one wide and significantly taller. The skinny one peeks through the front windows while the big guy rings the doorbell.

Probably buyers wanting to look at the house—the sign is still in the yard. Or maybe church solicitors offering condolences. News of Mom’s death blew through town like a cinder block tossed through a storefront window—neighbors rushed to peer into our lives. It was hard keeping people out of our business. Mom was well liked. I was always turning away admirers who came knocking when the funk was in town. “She’s not available right now,” I would say. At times, their adoration felt confusing. They saw an enigmatic bohemian; I saw a troubled woman who refused medication.

I turn to Wolf. “It was nice meeting you,” I prompt.

He stares me down flat. “Is that an urn?”

“Yes.”

He smirks.

He lifts his hand, wiggles his fingers, and waves goodbye.
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Walking up the driveway, I study the bigger man—a statue on my porch. From the car he looked large, but he grows massive as I draw near. An oversize topaz T-shirt cloaks three-fourths of his body, hem dangling above the bulbs of his knees, like a toddler in Daddy’s shirt. Meaty ankles—swollen and stuffed in thick white orthopedic shoes—shadow two Velcro flaps stretched like a belt too short. His socks are pale pink. His fingernails are bright red. My stride wavers.

Wait, this is a woman.

When she sees me, her frown doesn’t budge. A youthful palette of loud makeup paints her face. Her lips are small and bow-like, outlined in dark-brown liner with a glossy pink center. Her cheeks are rouged in tight circles. Sparkly purple eyeshadow covers her lids up to her eyebrows. Her mousy bangs, coiffed and curled, fan outward from her face. From the neck up, she’s disco. From the neck down, she’s ready for bed.

She taps her companion’s shoulder. The gangly middle-aged man peering through the front-door window looks at her, his shoulders hunched high like two hills bordering a sunken valley. He turns to me, then straightens.

“Can I help you?” I say.

“Oh hey. Uh—we’re looking for Doris? I know she lives here but uh”—he chuckles, quick to readjust his waistband—“I’m lookin’ at this empty house like, uh—” Again, he chuckles, delighted by his own confusion.

I strain to recognize him, but don’t recall him from any of Mom’s circles of friends. His forehead texture says late thirties, but his outfit says late teens—pale jeans and burnt-orange Hawaiian shirt, the panels draped open to reveal what appears to be a homemade white cotton T-shirt with an iron-on transfer of Taylor Swift’s face, frozen in a smile.

He pets his gelled hair—a haphazard cowlick tufted every which way, like someone professionally styled it, but maybe he fucked with it. “You sure it looks OK?” he mutters to the woman, checking himself in the window.

I tuck Mom under my wing, the Taco Bell bag dangling at my hip. “I’m sorry, who are you?”

He smiles. Points to my hand. “I like your bracelets.”

I look down. Three black hair ties decorate my wrist. Spares.

“Man, I used to wear those bracelets all the time,” he says, grinning wide. “Couldn’t keep me out of a Hot Topic. Love that store—funny shirts and stuff.” He turns to his companion. “Hey, let’s swing by the mall later, get some shirts. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Marge? Tryin’ to cheer her up,” he says to me.

Marge stares at me, unmoved—a tower of indifference. She frowns in pink lip gloss. I try not to stare, but Jesus—she’s three times my size and almost two feet taller. Hagrid’s kid sister.

“Doris is my mom.”

“Oh, well, hey!” His hand shoots out like a shank to my stomach. I flinch. Shelley barks from the backyard. “Sorry to drop in, I’m Francis Pete. Like the pope, but with a Pete.”

I shake his hand reluctantly. “Arvy.”

“Nice to meet ya, Arvy, I’m a friend of your mom’s.” His tone is charming, but his manner is squirrelly, like a toothy car salesman pocketing his pitch. “And this gorgeous siren next to me is Large Marge.” He beams with pride. “Take a bow, Marge, say hi.”

Stone-faced, Marge raises her right hand, the word HI written in Sharpie across the wrinkled palm.

I raise my hand. Slowly. Hi.

“We were hoping to swing by and catch your mom. Marge is feeling blue today. Doris always lets her take the Caddy for a spin when that happens. Marge loves that car, don’t you, Marge?” Again, he pats down his hair, a self-conscious tic. He checks in with Marge. “You sure it looks OK?”

I clear my throat. “Um. I’m sorry, but my mother passed away last month.”

“What?”

I nod.

“Fuck me,” he mutters, his tiny squirrel mouth dilating in disbelief. Like someone swiped all his acorns when he wasn’t looking.

“Yeah.” I look at Marge. “S-sorry.”

“No, I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” His hand flies to his chest, fingers clutching Taylor’s pearly veneers. “Is that her?” He points to the urn. “My god, Doris—what happened?”

I still can’t quite place the details of that day. I remember the cops interrupting my Art Appreciation class. I remember the sirens and being escorted to the hospital in the back of a patrol car. I remember being advised not to visit the scene of the crash, and that pictures would be available at my request. All I could think about was the Caddy. Mom drove my car that day and left me to drive hers to school. It seemed harmless at the time.

Francis Pete’s face twists—a pained, sympathetic expression I have learned to live with. The look, I call it. After Mom died, I saw the look everywhere. At the memorial. The office of student services. The Vietnamese diner around the corner. It got hard to eat in public; that look was everywhere. I hated it. But seeing it on Francis Pete’s face feels… nice.

“I posted an announcement on Facebook,” I say.

“Oh, I don’t do that.” He shakes his head disapprovingly.

“F-facebook?”

“Online. Fogs the brain, crosses the wires. Marge will back me up on this, she’s done studies.”

Marge—a statue—rolls her eyes.

I glance at the doorknob, trying to drum up a way to excuse myself without seeming rude. People often mistake my social abruptness for rudeness. A dance teacher once told me I couldn’t transition for shit.

Francis Pete pats Marge’s back. “Don’t frown, baby. Doris is in a better place now, ain’t that right, Arvy? Marge loved Doris. Two peas in a pod, those two.” Marge whispers something into his ear. He nods. “Where’s her car?”

“W-what?”

“You know what, never mind. Marge—calm down,” he scolds. “This is Doris’s daughter, show some respect.” He steps up to me like a concerned citizen approaching a dog with no collar, planting both palms atop my shoulders. He looks deep into my eyes. “Are you OK?”

Feeling a stranger’s touch, I wait for fight or flight to kick in, but his sincerity is oddly soothing. Like the memorial roses we transported to Mom’s bedroom, their faces wilted with time. Francis Pete kind of smells like them, and for the first time, I believe that he and Mom were friends. He’s even kind of cute30… in an emaciated squirrel sort of way.

I smile and nod. My tacos are getting cold.

“Well.” I shrug. “It was nice meeting you. Sorry you didn’t get to drive the car today,” I say to Marge.

But they don’t move. Francis Pete slides his hands down into his front pockets, keys jingling inside like he’s stalled out. He looks at Marge, squints, then looks back at me. At the urn. He turns to Marge; there’s another conversation being had, one they think I can’t see. His fingernails scratch at Taylor Swift’s eyes.

“I’m sorry, I’m just—” His rabid gaze roams the porch. “Uh.” Dirty nails drag across Taylor’s chin, stopping just short of his stomach. I watch them tap out a small calculation.

He points to the door. “Mind if I use your bathroom?”

My throat seizes up. I move the Taco Bell bag and shield my thighs, its plastic face snickering at my knees.

“Chronic bladder infections.” He blushes. “My cross to bear. It’ll just take a second.”

The scientist in me evaluates him from head to toe. Mom collected weird friends, but never dangerous ones. She had a talent for weeding out the good from the bad. I try and picture Francis Pete and my mother in conversation—to my delight, I see her laughing. I see her letting Marge drive the pink Cadillac around the block, same as she did me when I had my learner’s permit, same as she did for a lot of people. Francis Pete said he brought Marge here ’cause she was feeling blue. I know what that’s like. To be a fixer. To put pieces back together for the ones you love, no matter how nutty the task might feel. I used to make Mom peanut butter, jelly, and pickle sandwiches for dinner when the funk set in, despite my allergy to pickles.

And this is why, against my better logic, I scratch my nose and mutter, “Uh, sure.”
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Footfalls echo off the hardwood floors behind me; the entryway rug was sold weeks ago. I miss its frayed edges and matted fibers, spots where Mom spilled cups of fruit cocktail and minestrone. I keep expecting her to pop out around the corner with her usual Hey babe greeting. I drop my backpack louder these days, thinking she might hear.

Frantic barking displaces the quiet emptiness like an alarm system. Shelley’s head peers up from a wall of windows that line the far end of the living room, a clear view of the backyard. Her tongue laps the glass like a soaked red rag, her tiny nails rapping like pellets in a hailstorm.

I drop the Taco Bell bag at the mouth of the hallway, propping the urn beside it. A traffic cone. Go no further.

“There’s a guest bath down here on the right.” I check the time. 11:26. If I can squeeze in an hour of studying, I’ll still have time to load laundry and pack the rest of a suitcase before my next exam.

Silence. I turn around.

Francis Pete noses toward the kitchen, his tourist gaze meandering the countertops and empty cabinets left ajar. Shelley’s barks accelerate.

“Weird seeing it empty.” His voice echoes. A door opens. I jump.

Large Marge is peering into a coat closet.

“Sold yet?” he says.

“Uh—it’s in escrow.”

“You didn’t want to keep it?”

Marge’s head probes deeper into the closet.

“N-no. I mean, I would, but I—I’m moving to San Francisco.”

“To be homeless?”

“What? No. Internship. Did you need to use the bathroom?”

The closet door slams. Marge storms through the living room, whipping past just as Francis Pete saunters toward me, stopping next to the large built-in bookshelf. He surveys the dust closely, propping his hand on the empty shelving. “So, uh, where’s her stuff? Boxes and shit.”

The fuck is going on?

“I—we sold everything.”

His hand strokes the woodwork, balls into a fist, and knocks twice. His eyes sweep the floor. “That’s… interesting. Unfortunate—hey, did she, I dunno… leave anything for me?”

Shelley’s barks crumble to whimpers; I hear Marge’s footfalls creak near the back door windows. I track her every move. “I-I’m sorry, what?”

“See, we kind of had a—how do I put this…” He grins at the possibilities. “We were in cahoots.”

My face sours.

“Not romantically!” He throws up his arms. “Though you can’t blame a guy for tryin’. No. Business. We were business associates. Friends, really. See, I had given her something of value, something I was confident she would”—his eyes select his words carefully—“take care of.”

“Wait. Are you here for the thing?”

He perks up. “Come again?”

“The thing. The”—I swipe a look at Marge, then whisper—“the bag.”

“The bag.” He squints as if visualizing the word. “Yes. YES. Bingo, Arvy, yes, I am here for the bag.” He snickers at Marge. Points to my face like I’m the cutest thing ever. Adorable, he mouths to her.

“Oh, thank God,” I sigh, somewhere between relief and a laugh. He laughs, too. “Thought she had left it for me to deal with.” I look to Marge, but she isn’t laughing. I swallow. “Be right back.”

I grab the urn and scamper down the hall to Mom’s bedroom.

“Take your time,” Francis Pete calls from the living room, his jovial tone filling my ears from afar. “Yeah, we’re just out for a little girl’s day, me and Marge. It’s her birthday week, did I tell you that? I’m always saying she needs to treat herself more. Man, those salon prices, wow. Feel like I’ve been livin’ in a man bubble all these years. No wonder you cats grow your hair long. Hundred bucks to snip an inch.”

Crouching in Mom’s closet, I unscrew the urn, remove the pills, and head back to the living room, leaving the urn behind.

Shelley whimpers. Again, she starts barking, her nails tapping out a frantic message in the glass. Arf! ARF, ARF!

“Jesus, that dog—” he mutters.

I hold out the bag. A sack lunch to go. “Here,” I pant, relieved.

He stares at my offer like it’s food he didn’t order. “What’s happening right now?”

I look at the pills, puzzled. I look at him. Look back at the pills. “You said… wait.” Oh shit, did I read that interaction wrong? Brain cells scramble to seize all logic and inferences I might have missed over the last few minutes. “Is that not right?”

“I’m not sure.” Furry eyebrows shadow his pupils—he’s just as confused as I am. My eyes draw open so wide they dry out after every blink. Fuck, did I just hand off a bag of Molly to a complete stranger?

“I—is that not what you wanted?”

Deadpan. “Sort of.”

“It’s Molly—right?”

“Sweetie, I touch money, not drugs.”

“Huh?”

“Cash.” He wags his index finger, drawing a line between his chest and mine. “That’s how this works.”

“I don’t—what? Look, I just found this in my mom’s closet. I don’t deal, I just—”

“You just—what, found it and sold everything in the house aside from it? Looks to me like you intended to sell it.”

“Is this a joke?”

“Do I look like I’m joking?”

“What—no. Look, I found this bag this morning and put it to the side. It’s not like I can donate a bag of Molly to Goodwill.”

“OK, first off, stop callin’ the bird Molly. Her name is Mona.”

“Mona?”

“MOH-nah?” He elongates the O, fanning his palm out like a rainbow.

I grumble. “Sounds like rebranding to me.”

“You masturbate, Arvy?”

My heart shoots up into my throat and sticks like a basketball caught in the rim.

“I’m asking because you look like you don’t, or at least not successfully. Nothing to be ashamed of, some cats just can’t get there. They’re too wound up, too blocked, too broken. That’s where Mona comes in. She helps.”

“What?” is the only response I can muster.

“Look, I really don’t have time to talk shop. What I wanna know is why the fuck are you handing me 200 hits instead of eight grand in cash? Marge made this drop six weeks ago. I could sell that shit in six hours.”

“Did you say eight grand?”

He flusters, a bashful, boyish grin embracing his face. “I know, right? Pretty sexy.”

“This crinkled sandwich bag is worth EIGHT THOUSAND DOLLARS?”

“Well, I’m sorry my packaging wasn’t to your liking, Arvy, I had a rough childhood. Christmas came in trash bags.”

I scramble to process. Six weeks? Six weeks ago, I was buried up to my neck in molecular diagnostic lab work, and Mom was filling her days with YouTube tutorials and online sex education certification courses. I look at the Ziploc. Eight thousand dollars. Suddenly the bag isn’t a bag, it’s a fucking medicine ball. My jaw locks. Bicep quakes.

“I-I’m sorry, I didn’t know.” I thrust the bag toward him. “Here.”

“I don’t want ’em.”

“Well, I don’t want them either.”

“Great! We’ve established common ground. Now, lemme explain what happens next.”

“My mom—”

“Fuck your mom, doll. Don’t get me wrong, I liked her a lot, and she wore great kaftans, but she’s gone now, and she owes me a debt. That’s what happens when parents die. We acquire their debt. And I’m going to need you to pay that debt off. And quick: I have bosses, too.”

“Do I look like I have eight thousand dollars?”

“You’re selling a whole house,” he quacks, casting his arm across the vast emptiness. “What’s the market value on this, three hundred? Three fifty? You’re about to be rich, girl. What’s a measly eight grand?”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but I won’t be seeing a penny from this sale until after I graduate in August, and even then, I have to deal with lawyers to prove I did my part. I’m twenty-two years old—I don’t have any money. I barely have a college degree.”

“A college degree?” A laugh bounces from inside his chest. “In this labor-starved economy? Oof. Bad move, Arvy. Only Democrats and finance Chads are investing in degrees these days. Should have gone into welding. Plumbing, at least.” Out the corner of my eye, I see Marge nodding in agreement, leaning against the living room wall. She’s playing on her phone.

Maybe it’s the unprovoked mockery of my education, or maybe I’m just that hungry, but any affection I held for this man’s charm immediately plummets. Nerves bristle up my spine—a feeling so visceral and familiar, I swear this guy is my mother incarnate. Always leaving me to clean up a mess. Always charming me into carrying the brunt of a dilemma.

“This is not my problem.” I seethe. “It’s yours, and I think you know it. So, I’d appreciate it if you practiced a little tact, a little sympathy—”

“Arvy—”

“You come into my house—my house—barking orders at me, pretending to be my friend? Are you out of your mind? I could call the cops on you.”

Fingers dig into his temples, their tips flashing white as bone, likely massaging out the shrill barks that have been growing louder by the second. Shelley’s going berserk outside. Arf! Arf, arf!

“I don’t know what sort of relationship you and my mother had, but if you knew me, you’d know this—I ain’t my mother. Far from it.”

He turns to Marge; she’s abandoned her phone and is covering her ears. His face contorts. Desperate fingertips carve deeper into his forehead so hard they leave red marks. “Arvy—”

“Your problem is that you lack awareness of my situation. I have a Gender Studies final in two hours. I haven’t bathed in a week. And these tacos”—I snatch the bag from the floor near the hallway—“are the best damn thing that’s happened to me in months. Months.”

Shelley’s roar begins to crack. Arf! Arf!

He sucks in a breath, eyelids crinkling. Every orifice in his face closes in, clamping shut. “Arvy—” he grits.

But it feels so good to tell someone off. It feels like the right medicine at the right time, the outrage intoxicating.

“So don’t be comin’ at me all high and mighty with your Swiftie camaraderie”—Arf!—“and your ‘Andre the Giant’ girlfriend.”—Arf!—“I am tired”—Arf!—“I am hungry”—ARF, ARF!—“I am—”

He bolts to the back door, swings it open, pulls a gun from his rear waistband, and everything—all at once—cries out. Me. The gun. The bullet smacking concrete. The blood spatter hitting the back windows, sprayed in bright red lashings across the backyard view.

My lungs capsize. I can’t see Shelley, but my eye sockets stretch wide as if to try.

The silence that follows is all-consuming, as if the gun’s blast sealed the house shut—a trap of unspeakable horrors. My insides shudder, all the blood rushing to different chambers of my body and none that make sense. My wrists go numb. I drop the Taco Bell bag.

Francis Pete turns to me. Like an actor wiping off stage makeup, all signs of joy and ease dissolve from his face. He steps closer. His eyes, stone-black. Lively veins pucker and plunge down his neck like parasites squirming to flee.

I shuffle backward, eyes locked wide. I can’t look away. Closer and closer, he prowls. My back hits a wall.

He raises the gun. The barrel kisses my nose.

“Open up,” he says flatly.

I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe.

“I can pick another hole if you’d like.”

I open my mouth. The searing barrel sinks between my dried, cracked lips. Knocks my teeth. My tongue tries to dodge the phallus, but the hot, heavy metal slides—as if purposefully—across the carpet of my taste buds. Numb palms struggle to grip the peeling paint scabs behind me, searching the pockmarks in the drywall as if they held panic buttons.

“Let me be very clear,” he says evenly, “because I would hate to kill you over a simple misunderstanding or the possibility that maybe you just weren’t listening. Are you listening, Arvy? Nod if you’re listening.”

I nod. Metal knocks my front teeth.

“Good. Good, now I feel better.” He sighs, deep, almost melancholy. The movement shifts the gun an inch closer to my throat, watering my eyes, now edged with tears. “Life is cruel, Arvy. And I feel bad for your generation. There’s no real labor anymore. No hustle. No pulling yourself up by your own bootstraps. It makes the inevitable fall from grace so much harder to navigate. I’m giving you a gift, Arvy. A gift that so many people your age will never come close to. The gift of self-preservation.” His callused thumb scrapes my cheek and traces my earlobe, wiggling the flap.

“This gun in your mouth, Arvy—it’s real. This gift I’m giving you—it’s real, too. You’re a smart girl, Arvy. Believe me, I’ve mouth-fucked a lot of dumb girls to know a smart one when I see one.”

Large Marge clears her throat. Instantly, Francis Pete steels like a prisoner under a warden’s eye. He whips his neck around.

She stands, arms crossed over sunken breasts. She cocks an eyebrow in warning, her hair still perfectly coiffed and feathered. Wide-eyed, he turns back to me.

“I think she heard me,” he mutters. He grits his teeth. “She’s red-hot but man is she sensitive. Total Gemini. I’m trying to make it right, though. This birthday week is a big deal for us. I blow it one more time, and I’m out. Thinkin’ about taking her to Panera for lunch after this. She loves their Greek salads.”

Saliva trickles down the back of my throat. I gag around the gun.

He smirks. Adorable, he mouths.

“So! Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to request that you get me ten thousand dollars by midnight tomorrow—I’m adding interest because you insulted Marge. Sell the Mona, sell your hair, sell this tight little body of yours on Etsy, I don’t give a shit. All I’m asking is that you prove me wrong about the average self-obsessed college undergrad and hustle up ten Gs in the process. I’m a nice guy, but I’m a businessman first.”

My jaw begins to lock. I try to swallow, try to fight the urge to gag, but the more he talks, the more the barrel shifts inside my throat.

“So, if by midnight tomorrow I do not have ten thousand dollars in cash in hand, I will not hesitate to do to you what I just did to your dog. Do you understand?”

My heart cracks open. I blink my tears free.

“Nod if you understand, baby.”

I nod.

“Good. Last thing.” He removes the barrel and wipes it off on my cheek, smearing spit across my jaw in infinity circles. “If you go to the cops, or if you tell anyone about me or Marge—if you rat out any detail at all about our little visit, the deal is off. I will not put a bullet in your head, no Arvy, that luxury will be gone. Instead, I will gleefully piss in your mouth, slather you in your mother’s ashes, and drag you by your ponytail out to Lake Travis. I will insert jagged river rocks into every orifice you’ve got until you are stuffed and bound like an Alton Brown Thanksgiving turkey set to brine. I will drown your turkey ass. Do you understand? Nod if you understand.”

I nod.

“I don’t like doing this,” he says, barely a whisper. I try to look away, but terror tethers me to his pained face when he smears his greasy forehead against mine. “I don’t like this, I don’t like this—” He sputters, babbling, but it sounds like a plea. “Tell me I don’t like this,” he grits, grinding our skulls hard against one another, a thread of spit driveling from his gaping mouth. “Please, tell me I don’t like this.”

“You don’t like it.” My throat is raw. I tremble, a brigade of tears rushing the battlefield of my cheeks. Droplets quake beneath my jaw and ride down my neck.

“Thank you,” he sighs, steady and sincere. “Thank you.”

And just like that, the universe hits Refresh and everything resets.

He pops his head up. Smiles. The jovial Francis Pete I met on the porch returns. “Cool!” He slaps my shoulders. “Now we can hug.” Snot trickling down the gutter of my lips, I let him triumphantly, unabashedly wrap his arms around my rigid form and squeeze, so hard my heels leave the ground.

“MMMmmmph! I love hugs. Marge loves hugs, don’t you, Marge?” he calls behind his shoulder, all glee and boyish charm renewed. “I hate beast mode, I do, I get no joy. Those movies where the bad guys are all crotchety and sociopathic, shooting up the town square—Ick! I don’t like that hat. More of a wig guy myself—I love a good hairpiece. Marge, honey, you ready to go? God, she’s smokin’ hot. OK, Arvy”—he claps his hands—“lovely to meet you. Here’s my number”—he pulls out a ballpoint pen and scribbles across my arm—“and we’ll see you at midnight tomorrow. Stay safe. Love you. Marge?” Marge is already walking to the front door. He swaggers past her, kissing her hand in route.

Glued to the wall, I hear the door open, but my mind is glitching like a fucking broken laptop. I try to process, try to grasp my wits, but nothing is moving. Is this shock? Wait, my gut screams, I have questions! I have no notes! WAAAAAAIT—

“Wait!” I yelp, jumping out from the wall. They both turn, startled by my war cry.

I blink. Come on, brain. Work. WORK! Negotiate. Plea. Ask a fucking question!

“Midnight tomorrow,” I utter, locking my knees in a stagger. “That’s Thursday morning, right? Not tonight?”

His brow furrows. He looks at Marge, confused.

I clear my raw, swollen throat. “T-technically midnight falls into the following day, yet it’s still regarded as the previous evening. I just want to make sure I understand. Today is Tuesday. Midnight tomorrow is midnight Thursday morning, not midnight tonight… right? The deadline is tomorrow night slash Thursday morning?”

Francis Pete’s eyes dart back and forth—a wild Ping-Pong match playing out in his thoughts. “Fuck me,” he mutters. He turns to Marge. “Have I been sayin’ that shit wrong this whole time? I have, haven’t I?” He covers his nips with both hands, shielding Taylor Swift’s eyes. “Oh my god, that’s so embarrassing! All these years, those jobs. Marge, do not spare my feelings—when I said ‘Midnight tomorrow,’ you understood what that meant, right? Like, the end of the next day, not the night of the same day.”

She shrugs.

He sighs, visibly shaken. “Thank God. Though I should probably make some calls. Just in case.” He says the last bit to me, like I might serve as a valuable witness someday. “Man, great question, Arvy. That’s some Mensa shit right there. YES”—he claps his hands—“tomorrow night. ‘Midnight.’ Which technically is Thursday morning, but for all intents and purposes, we’re calling it ‘midnight tomorrow,’ aka ‘tomorrow night.’ That is your deadline. We good?”

I blink.

“Nod if we’re good, sweetie.”

I nod. A lot.

He turns to the door. “Oh, one last thing, uuuhhhhh—” He looks up at the crown molding, as if the right words are north of this conversation. “Don’t sell it to dudes. I mean, you can, but—eh, you know what, fuck it. Do whatcha gotta do, girl. Say goodbye, Marge.”

Marge lifts her left hand. Written in permanent marker, her palm reads BYE.

The door swings closed.
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Am I hallucinating? What the fuck just happened?

Hunkered down in Mom’s closet, I cradle the urn, swiping glances toward the last of the cardboard boxes, their linens and keepsakes scattered across the floor. After Francis Pete and Marge left, my focus clapped back to Shelley, and I fumbled over what to do. I dug an old white bedsheet from the one remaining Goodwill box and draped it over her blood-sodden lifeless body, balancing all my weight on the rubber tips of my Vans. I closed my eyes, but lost my balance, dodging a puddle of fractured skull and burgundy meat. I checked the neighborhood Facebook page, rehearsing what I’d say if someone came knocking, asking about shots fired.

I check the time. I try to calculate how many hours I have, but fragments fog my brain. Images from every corner of my subconscious. I see Mom’s turquoise thumb ring. Question 24 on this morning’s exam. Shelley’s paws. The gun. I see a tree—Mom’s tree. The gun.

Midnight tomorrow. That’s less than thirty-six hours.

I stroke Mom’s ceramic shell, rubbing her belly like a genie lamp. I don’t even realize I’m doing it until my thumb burns raw. OK, she says. The way I see it, you got three choices… I squeeze my eyes. Strain to listen. But it’s like I’m trapped in a coffin, unable to hear her voice on the other side. My pulse pounds in my neck. Chest heaving. Bruised lungs ache, stretched beyond their capacity. My tongue swells—oh god, nausea. I think I’m gonna throw up—

I double over and plant my cheek on the floorboards, the smell of oak and dirty feet invading my nose. The wood is so cold. So quiet.

“Mom?” I whimper. “Are you there?”

My phone dings, and I scream, kicking at the sound erupting from my back pocket. I look at the screen.


Hey



Unknown number. Oh shit. Ohshitohshitohshit, I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe—


Got your number from Amy. Hope you don’t mind



Wait. Is this—who is this?

An image pops up. A soft, knobby hand resting atop a bent knee. Long legs lounging on a bed.


WOLF: It’s Wolf. The hand guy

ME: i can’t talk right now

WOLF: U busy?

ME: yes

WOLF: Sry. This is my cell in case you… need anything



An idea slices through me, not fully formed, but feeling like it could be in the right direction. can you come over?

I wait for his response; it takes three times longer than the ones that came before.


WOLF: Right now?

ME: YES

WOLF: What do you want?

ME: i need you to come

WOLF: You want me to come over I need to know what you want. Amy’s strain is 10/gram

ME: not for that FOR ME. i want you to come for me

WOLF: Oh!

ME: how fast can you come? can u come fast?

WOLF: I mean… shouldn’t be a problem??



Another wave of nausea zips through me. I lie down, lift my shirt, and flatten my belly on the cold floor. I type an explanation, then delete it. I type another, then delete.

An image pops up. I squint to peer closer. It’s a piece of paper on a stack of folders. I zoom in. “Quest Diagnostics, page 1 of 2…”


ME: are those… lab results?

WOLF: You should have seen me tearing thru this room, girl Don’t worry, they’re recent. I’m clean

ME: what the FUCK

WOLF: Wait

ME: who does that?!?!

WOLF: Shit. Sorry! Sorry. Thought you meant something else

ME: nevermind

WOLF: You said “I want you to come for me”

ME: NEVERMIND just come over dude fuck

WOLF: Twenty minutes. Gotta make a pit stop

ME: this is not a sex thing

WOLF: Understood
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For the next twenty minutes, I google anything and everything there is to know about Mona. I spent the better half of my senior year in high school peddling custom admissions essays and research papers to any student or scholarship athlete willing to pay for a passing grade. All Mom’s idea, which I refused until it came time to get a job. Selling papers was an easy way to make money with the least amount of human interaction, though I did long for some sort of conversation when cool alternative girls would hand me narrative essays to proofread. Their bad grammar never fazed me, but their fun stories did. I worked harder to impress them, even stalking their Instagram accounts for better sensory details.

Bottom line: I can work my way around a search engine faster than most rush candidates can work their tongue around a Jell-O shot.

I manage to track down a few fragments of information in Reddit forums. Nothing credible, mostly hearsay. “To induce orgasmic function” pops up a few times, the only clue to what Mona does exactly. I replay Francis Pete’s vague descriptor: “Some cats just can’t get there. They’re too wound up, too blocked, too broken. That’s where Mona comes in. She helps.”

So, Mona makes you… come?

I find an abstract from a scholarly essay that mentions an unnamed experimental pharmaceutical made for women, by women, meant to treat extreme cases of sexual dysfunction and clitoral atrophy. Someone in the comments mentions the drug by its street name—“Mona”—but doesn’t elaborate. But is it just for women or does it work on men, too? someone comments. No reply.

I’m in the middle of reading an open forum on black market drug trafficking when a knock at the front door springs me like a marble from a slingshot.

Flustered in sweat, I yank a kaftan from a hanger and scrub my armpits. My arm is red, raw, and swollen with memory. After Francis Pete left, I ran straight for the bathroom, input his number in my phone, and scrubbed the ink from my skin, as if erasing the number would erase him.

Another knock echoes through the house, and I nearly trip over my own feet racing down the hallway. “I’m coming!”

Rounding the corner, I skid atop the Taco Bell bag still lying on the floor. I tug my shorts down to a modest upper-mid-thigh. I should have changed, but when the movers came, I flung mostly dirty clothes into my carry-on, figuring I’d have a chance to wash them today. So much for a plan.

Sucking a huge breath up my nose, I creak open the door and peek through the six-inch opening I’m willing to provide.

And he’s… not there.

“Wolf?” I hiss. I open the door wider, tiptoe across the covered porch, looking left and right. “Wolf?” Birds chirp in the distance, the sun casting a hard face over the crispy yellow yard and twitchy squirrels. I inch out farther, only allowing my feet to venture to the potted plants near the porch’s edge. That’s when I spot him standing near the neglected flower beds, talking to the azaleas.

A dark gray hoodie hugs the triangle of his back torso, scrunched just above the hips. The square outline of a billfold weighs down his back pocket.

“Wolf!” I cut under my breath.

He turns but doesn’t smile. He’s on the phone. “Yeah, I only have so much. You want more, you gotta wait.” He tips the mic away from his mouth. Sorry, he mouths.

“Off the lawn, off the lawn.” I flap my hands as if I were some wild animal rattled inside a cage, a ticking time bomb attached. Knock Out rosebushes shiver, trapped in a stiff breeze. I check my peripherals, newly terrified of every familiar life form I no longer trust.

“Yeah, I know,” he says, his tone somewhere else entirely, even as his gaze travels the length of my tattered cotton tank, no bra underneath.

I cross my arms. Yank at my shorts. Fucking laundry day.

“Listen, I’ll try to make it over there soon—yeah. Yeah, I heard you. Bye.” No sooner does he hang up before he starts scrolling his screen. “Sorry, busy morning. I just need to—”

“Nope, no time.” I high-step the lawn, clutch his hoodie, and steer him up onto the porch. I slam the front door behind us and peer through the windows, my shoulders hitched to my ears.

“You sure this isn’t a sex thing?” he mutters. “’Cause it feels like a sex thing.”

“This is not a sex thing.” I spin around.

Oh my.

He stands before me, his chin level with my full height. Long legs—something I didn’t notice in the car. His hands, slung low inside his hoodie’s pockets, weigh down on the open keyhole that frames his face. God, please let this guy be a little bit of a dick. I don’t think my pulse could handle a guy right now who is hot and nice.

His phone dings, and I jump. Shit, did I just yelp?

“Sorry—” He chuckles, thumb-punching another text message into his phone. “Finals week. Lot of Adderall requests.”

“Adderall?” I snort. “What is this, 2015?”

Hooded eyes dart up from the screen—two sharp pricks aimed right at me.

I clasp my hands in front of my crotch, sinking inward. “Thank you for coming.”

An amused smile steals the corner of his mouth. “I’ll turn it off, just hang on.” His proximity embodies a laundered scent. Wet hair and minty toothpaste. A spritz of sandalwood and something herbal. Not weed. Tobacco, maybe?

“Just out of curiosity, what else do you sell?” I ask, growing impatient with his texting.

He shrugs. “Depends who’s asking.”

“I am.”

His smile tightens. “Yeah, but I don’t know you.” He puts his phone away and flips his hood back, dropping a wet forest of dark tendrils atop his brow. I guess his twenty-minute pit stop was a pregame shower. I would be more appreciative if it didn’t waste valuable time.

“This is not a sex thing,” I repeat for good measure. He tips his chin north, admiring the crown molding. “Nice house,” he mutters. His eyes tour the wallpaper. His Adam’s apple bobs—a silky knuckle in his throat. I try to look away, but—

He peers down at me, a nefarious grin casting a quiet flirtation.

The fuck is wrong with me? Talk! Move! Activate!

He edges toward the living room, breaking his own spell. “So, how do you know Amy?”

Shit! Shelley! Before he can take another step, I grab his hoodie and yank him into the breakfast room just off the kitchen, completely walled off from the back porch windows, still caked in Shelley’s blood.

At the room’s center, a brand-new metal folding table and chairs wait to be used—the only piece of standing furniture left in the house. Aunt Jean didn’t want me eating or sitting on the kitchen countertops she kept having to repolish; she bought a metal card table to keep me civilized.

Lightning quick, I peek out the window and sit at the table. “I have a proposition for you.” Cold aluminum kisses the backs of my thighs, blowing shivers up my spine. You got this. You got this.

Wolf sinks down slowly into the chair opposite me, his hands still buried in his hoodie’s pockets. “OK.”

I roll my shoulders. Living with Mom—with all her irrational spontaneity and little fires to put out—I got good at being assertive when the occasion called for it, and under the right circumstances, I could even be scary. But in this new post-Mom reality, I sometimes feel more vaporous than solid, finding it harder to fake what I am inherently not.

“What do you know about Mona?” I start.

“Who?”

“MOH-nah?” I mimic Francis Pete’s dramatics, like maybe it makes a difference.

He furrows his brow, his brooding beauty and boyish confusion clashing with the baby-yellow wallpaper behind him.

“The… drug?”

“Yes!” I snap my fingers.

His seat creaks. Like he’s rethinking his comfort in this position. “It’s a myth. Doesn’t exist.”

“What if I told you it did?”

“And what, you have some?” He snickers, but my deadass stare axes his smile. Snickers subside. “You have Mona? Like, actual Mona?”

My knees bounce under the table. “Maybe.”

“The ‘fuck me’ drug?”

I wince. “People actually call it that?”

He crosses his arms, a certain boorishness settling into his posture. “Rumor has it moaning ‘fuck me’ is the most common side effect. Hence the name.”

I nibble my cheek. What if this conversation is too loud, too open? The phone in my pocket might as well be burning a hole through my skin. I keep itching to check the time. “Yes. I have Mona.”

He slowly absorbs the information, leaning back gradually. “Are you on it?”

“What? No! I just have a sizable amount I need to get rid of. Fast.”

“How’d you get it?”

I open my mouth, but Francis Pete’s gag order yanks me back. River rocks and piss-soaked ashes. I recoil. “I can’t tell you.”

“If you’re asking if I want to buy Mona, the answer is no.”

“Not buy it, sell it.”

“Even worse. It’s a date rape drug.”

“Only if it gets into the wrong hands. See, I did some research. Yes, Mona is its street name, but it was originally trialed as a legitimate treatment drug, designed by women for women. Source material was limited, but from what I gathered, the drug was targeted to treat menopausal women and those who had undergone total hysterectomies, who had developed low libido, severe sexual dysfunction, clitoral atrophy—”

“Clitoral what?”

I feel it. For the first time since Mom died, I feel the scientist in me buzzing, the precocious girl who still gets excited when asked to present lab results in front of a tenured professor, knowing where my true confidence lies. I thought that girl was gone. What once felt diminished now feels returned on loan. I’m smiling for real. “This is just hearsay, of course, I would never cite Reddit as a legitimate source”—I lean in close, delivering the scoop like it could melt under the heat of my excitement—“but apparently, when the funding got pulled, the drug manufacturers that held the patent were overtaken by the cartels, which would totally explain why the remaining stock ended up on the black market.”

“This was all on Google?”

“The point is, I see no difference between this drug and something like, I dunno, Xanax. Or anabolic steroids. Good drugs that sometimes get abused.”

“Where is it?” His eyes navigate the room, looking for a place to land.

Silence. My buzz slows to a halt. I squeeze my hands between my knees.

He nods, pursing his lips in a draw. “Fair enough, you wanna play it that way. What do you need me for?”

“What percentage of your clientele is female?”

“Regulars?” He shrugs. “Maybe fifty, sixty percent.”

“Great! Call them.”

His hand scrubs the back of his neck. “Not to sound like a total cliché, but what’s in it for me? Seems a bit laborious for a favor. What do I get?”

“Besides the glory and principle of putting a magnanimous drug back into the rightful hands of the very population it was created to help?”

“That’s not really how drug dealing works. Unfortunately.”

I grimace. “What do you want?

“I’d be acting as a broker, so money seems appropriate.”

“You want to profit off a date rape drug?”

“You just said it wasn’t. Besides, the way you talk, it sounds like you’re looking to peddle to college girls, not menopausal, sexually dysfunctional, clitoral-whatever. According to you, we’re only selling to women who want to—you know, get off. No harm in that.” He grins, propping both hands behind his head, his hoodie and undershirt riding up on his hips. “Sounds fun.”

“For the record, it will be me dealing with these women. They need to feel safe. Last thing they need is some pervy sexpot drug dealer snickering from the sidelines.”

“Sexpot?”

“You are an associate,” I affirm. “A silent partner. I only need you for your clients.” My gaze drifts to the floorboards. “And your car,” I slide under my breath.

“Come again?”

“I don’t have a car,” I exhaust, extinguishing what remains of my dignity. “I mean, I do, but it’s—incapacitated.”

“Associate does not a chauffeur make.”

“In this case, it does.”

He saunters out of his chair, unwraps a small hard-candy sucker from his pocket, and pops it in his mouth. “Then my price just went up.” He hoists himself onto a nearby kitchen counter. “Twenty bucks a hit. That’s my cut.”

I shoot up from my seat. “You must be joking.”

He shakes his head and chuckles, swinging his legs. His loose-laced boots knock the cabinets underneath.

“Thirty minutes ago, you were trying to get in my pants. Now you’re trying to rip me off?”

“That’s business, baby. Nothing personal.” His candy clacks and glistens. A mambo with his tongue.

“I need to make ten grand—TEN GRAND. To get that, I already have to sell these at fifty bucks a pop, which is insane.”

His calves stop swinging, his eyes scouring whatever mental calculation he’s forming in his head. “Wait, you have,” he squawks, “200 Monas?”

His disbelief punches me back a step. “M-maybe.”

He flies off the counter, eyes wide. “How is that even possible? Seriously, where did you get it?”

“Five dollars a hit,” I offer, re-mantling my resolve. “That’s your cut. That’s a thousand dollars in two days. That’s more than reasonable.”

“Whoa whoa whoa. What did you just say?”

My mouth gapes, but no sound escapes. His boots scuff the tiles, edging closer as if this new information just blew a hole in my pitch. The closer he gets, the harder it is to look at him. My throat swells—a clog of tears waiting at the gate. Keep it together, Arvy. I focus on the tiny scar near the tail of his brow.

Gently, he removes the sucker, setting it atop the counter.

“Today and tomorrow,” I confess. “That’s all I have. I need the money by Thursday night. It’s—nonnegotiable.”

His Adam’s apple dives and bobs back to the surface. At first, I think he’s just processing—until I see his eyes spying my arm, the raw red skin and faint tattoo of Francis Pete’s phone number. I rotate my wrist, hiding the evidence.

“Are you in trouble?” The question is barely audible—I don’t even know if I heard him right, but his gentle tone is enough to guess. I nibble my cheek. Nod.

Dozens of arms have engulfed me since Mom died, more intimate hugs and awkward embraces than I ever thought I’d endure. When Wolf steps forward, his hand barely grazing my shoulder, I nearly crumble. Because I know what it feels like to not know how to comfort someone. Mom was so hot and cold; I hesitated to touch her some days, not knowing how the funk might react. I want his hug—I do—but touch feels more acute today. Like there are buttons inside me that have been jammed for years, now so sensitive I find myself flinching at air. The rims of his boots inch toward me—a hug approaching. I flinch. By the time I soften, it’s too late. He steps back.

“Are you being hustled?” He says it like it’s common, and I bow my head in shame, wishing his shoes would step forward again.

He sucks in a breath. Drags it out just as slowly. “You can trust me, you know. I’m not gonna hurt you.”

I wipe my nose against my palm’s heel. “Let’s keep details to a minimum, shall we? Or do they not teach that in Drug Dealer 101?”

He smirks, his humor intact but dry. “I’m self-taught.”

“Five dollars for every pill you sell. That’s what you get.”

He grabs his candy in search of a trash can. “Five puts us at fifty-five, and gas station ATMs only carry twenties. Unless you want to be playing Monopoly all night, I suggest you sell these at sixty. Where’s the garbage?”

“Cash? I’m not running a bingo hall. What’s wrong with Venmo? Zelle?”

“Normally nothing. But ten Gs in two days? Too fast, too suspicious, and you don’t want to leave a trail. Apps are great, but a bunch of sixty-dollar transactions with fuckin’ winky emojis is a dead giveaway. Your hustler comes a-knockin’, they’ll want cash, believe me.”

“No one’s going to pay sixty bucks for an orgasm.”

“Ah, ah.” He lifts a finger. “A mind-blowing orgasm. We need to work on your sales pitch.” He gives up and drops the sucker in the sink.

“OK, fine. Two hundred pills at sixty each puts us at twelve grand. When all this is over, you get two thousand dollars, and I get to avoid rocks in my snatch.”

He freezes. “What?”

“Nothing.” I wave him off, already jogging toward the hallway.

“Are they at least giving you a cut off the ten K?” he calls from the kitchen, his voice rising higher the farther I stray. “If not, that’s a bogus deal. Hell, even mules get rewarded for their risk.”

“We’re wasting time,” I bellow from the closet. I snatch the bag of pills from the urn and scavenge the last Goodwill box for a small purse or satchel. All my belongings are in a pod halfway to San Francisco by now. The boxes marked FOR JEAN are mostly heirlooms. The only stuff left here is a sleeping bag in Mom’s room, a large empty suitcase for her kaftans and photo albums, and a carry-on full of unlaundered summer clothes. I don’t even own a purse; everything I need is in my phone.

I dig deeper and spot a green velvet embroidered fanny pack at the bottom of the box. Ick. No doubt a gift from one of Mom’s admirers. We always shared a laugh when friends would attempt to buy her things—they never failed to confuse bohemian for tacky. Mom had impeccable taste. No one knew her, not really. Not like I did.

I stash the Ziploc in the fanny pack and jog back out to the living room, rushing faster when I realize I’ve left Wolf unattended to roam. Shelley’s blood still coats the porch windows.

“You ready?” I fasten the belt to my waist, blocking Wolf’s chest before he can exit the kitchen through the living room.

He raises his eyebrows—first at the fanny pack, then at me. “Whoa there, eager beaver. Can’t sell a bomb until you know it ticks. We need a guinea pig.”

“Fuck a guinea pig, let’s just sell it.”

“I don’t rip people off, OK?” He lifts his hand to his heart. “I have principles. ‘Don’t sell it till you smell it.’”

“Do all drug dealers practice the art of euphemisms, or just you?”

“Entrepreneur.”

“Hmm?”

“You keep saying the double-D word with a negative connotation. It’s offensive the way you say it. There are two types of people who use the double-D word—those who say it in a good way and those who say it in a shitty way. Until you can master the former, just say entrepreneur.”

I check the time on my phone. “OK, a guinea pig. Who?”

He leers, a mischievous grin pulling the curtain back on a toothy display.

“No,” I say flatly.

He unzips the fanny pack, its pouch slung low above my pelvis. Rather than remove the Ziploc bag, his fingers go to work, digging out a single pill. He holds it up to inspect. “Weird.” It takes me a second to regain my focus; his hand just sort of touched my crotch.

He pinches it like a priest serving holy communion.

“I can’t,” I say.

“You pregnant?”

“I don’t do drugs.”

“You do now.” He pulls me to the sink. The command flusters my pulse, nerves and hormones skyrocketing—confused. Panic on every level.

“What if something happens to me?”

“Don’t worry, I’ll babysit you.” He turns on the running faucet.

I sputter a raspberry. “Like I’m gonna let you watch.”

“Nothin’ I haven’t seen before.”

“Well, aren’t we confident,” I quip.

“Girls don’t have to fake it with me, sweetheart. I know what I’m doing.” He positions the tablet in my palm. Nudges his chin toward the tap.

“And your evidence of these so-called orgasms? How do you know these girls are actually coming?”

He turns off the tap, yielding to the conversation. “They tell me.”

I jerk off a ghost with my fist.

He recoils. “Shut up. That’s not the only thing. I feel it. You know, the muscle, the—” His hands wave as if trying to conjure the image. “The clench.”

“Oh, please, I’m Kegeling right now.”

He grins. “Gearing up for something, are you?”

“I’m not swallowing this pill.”

“You wanna sell a chemically engineered substance to innocent people that you haven’t tested on yourself? Oof, you’re shadier than I thought, girl. No wonder you’re going into pharmaceuticals.”

I look at the pill—a tiny pastel delicacy perched on a pedestal within reach. A new knowledge, yes, but at what cost? “I’m…” I swallow my pride. “I’m scared.”

“Fair enough.” He unzips the pouch. “I’ll do it with you.”

If my pulse wasn’t racing before, it sure as hell is sprinting now.

He takes his time fishing out another pill, leaning close to peer down into the pouch. Above the sink, warm sunrays through the window catch on the fanny pack’s beaded embroidery, throwing rainbows across his chin. I can’t help but wonder, maybe hope, that he notices the slight rise and fall of my chest as I fight to breathe steadily. His hair smells like dried apples at Christmas. His lashes are dark and silky, so long they peck his cheeks when he blinks.

He zips the pouch closed.

Standing toe-to-toe, pills in each of our hands, I know he’s waiting for me, but I’m frozen solid. Am I really going to do this? In front of him? Wait—will he be in front of me? Am I about to watch him come? Is that—allowed? Is this a sex thing?

“Hey, if it works on men, we just doubled our buyers. Right?”

In the back of my mind, I hear Francis Pete’s warning: Oh, one last thing… don’t sell it to dudes. I mean you can, but… eh, you know what, fuck it. Do whatcha gotta do.

I search his watchful, chocolate irises—a hue so deep it grips. “I—” I try to collect myself, but every new decision feels like a risk added to the pile. Do I tell him about the “no dudes” thing? Is it even that important? Wolf’s mouth stirs a new curiosity in me—I picture that mouth in the throes of orgasm. Red tongue. Labored breath. Lust-snatched eyes, lids fluttered to a close. A thrill swirls low in my belly. When the Mona peaks, will I be the star of his curiosity, his desire? Will he kiss me? Touch me? Will he let me touch him? I’ve seen guys come before. I watch porn. I’ve hooked up. But this. This feels… momentous. Experimental.

Suddenly, I’m not scared. I’m fucking elated.

“Don’t worry,” he says. “I’m not going to touch you. No matter how crazy this gets, I won’t take advantage. I promise.”

Oh.

Francis Pete’s warning beckons, but so does his challenge: self-preservation. On one hand, I’m petrified. On the other hand, I begrudge anyone who mistakes my generation for weak. Even if I never scrub the memory of the gun’s heat off my tongue, spite is a drug I’ll never pass up.

I will not hesitate to do to you what I just did to your dog.

I place the pill in my mouth. Wolf pops his like a Tic Tac.

We take turns leaning under the running spout. I watch the water gush at his lips like it’s reaching to kiss him back.

I shut off the tap. It feels like a time stamp—both of us clocking in for a job we don’t know the rate of.

“Well.” I cover my breasts. “Go somewhere.”

“We should stay together. In case one of us freaks.”

Groan.
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Thirty minutes later… and nothing.

The cold bathroom tiles pearl underneath sweaty thighs and folded legs. I can’t stop knocking the wall behind my head like a metronome.

“I’m calling it,” Wolf says. “They’re duds. Pills never take this long on me. I have a fast metabolism.”

His gruff voice echoes off the shower wall. I can’t see him, but every grunt and scuffle behind the shower curtain puckers my attention. He’s lounging in the bathtub, his left boot poking out from the far end like a shampoo bottle propped up on the ledge. He insisted we stick together. I insisted on privacy. Compromise.

I tug the curtain’s edge closer to the wall. The longer he waits, the more embarrassed I feel. His murky silhouette squirms in the background. I hear him scratch his sandpaper jawline. His boot wags impatiently atop the ledge. A ring of keys rattles from his pocket. It’s all so obvious; I’m wasting his time. “Feel anything?” he says with a sigh.

I try to concentrate, try to clamp down on my body’s faculties and make them stir. I pull my legs into my chest. I step down on my fingers, hoping physical pain might jolt my metabolic response. This is not happening. I did not get duped into selling ten thousand dollars’ worth of placebos by a psychotic male hipster. I did not just make a fool of myself in front of the hottest guy I’ve ever met.

“Where’s your mom?”

I freeze.

“That was her in the car this morning, right? The urn?”

“She’s in the closet.” A sting invades my nostrils—I rub it away and kick out my legs, feeling the funk setting in. Oh, piss off.

His phone rings, the curtain jostles, and I watch his fuzzy gray silhouette arch for his back pocket.

“Hey, kitten,” he says, all syrup and ease. “Nah, I’m not busy, just—lying around.”

Kitten. Of course he has a girlfriend. Or at least some fuck buddy on the side. Probably all the text messages he’s been fielding all morning.

“What am I wearing?” He chuckles. “What are you wearing?”

I spring to my feet. Eck—I can hear him smiling. To think I would have eagerly hooked up with this guy had he propositioned me in the car, thinking his offer to drive me home was chivalrous. Just another prick with a white knight complex. Stupid, Arvy. Stupid.

“Such a flirt,” he purrs. I check the time and rub my nose—the sting is spreading. Tears are rising.

Wolf prattles and flirts up a conversation while I turn on the sink and bat at the cabinets, doors clacking on their hinges. I’m right here, dude. The girl you were hitting on not even an hour ago. Sinuses swell—a headache in my brow. Maybe it’s hearing him talk to another girl, but suddenly my chest tightens. My heart clutches to a heavy swell. I brace both hands on the countertop. Do not cry. Do not cry.

“Mmhm. Yeah—yeah, all right. Twenty minutes? Cool.”

The phone beeps, a boot thuds, and the shower curtain sheenks across the rod in the mirror’s reflection. His unruly hair and charcoal hoodie look menacing—a stark contrast to the polished porcelain and spherical sunlight. In the tub, Wolf looks dirty by choice.

“I gotta”—he squints at nothing, hesitant—“make a house call.”

I begin to sob.

“Hey—” He climbs out from the tub, a sudden alarmed softness in his tone. “Hey, hey, hey. It’s OK.”

“It’s not OK.” I snot, I shudder. Tears swarm, raw-dogging my itchy, swollen cheeks. “I-it doesn’t work.”

“We’ll figure something out.” But his pitiful affirmation only confirms my suspicion. I’ve been duped. Played. His shoulders dwarf my frame, looming like a canopy when he spins me around and tries to hug me, but his touch is so polite, so cautious—I want him to squeeze! I want all the breath knocked out of me, taking the funk with it.

“W-we can still sell it, right?” I peer up past his chin, hopeful. “I mean, entrepreneurs do that all the time, sell fake drugs to stupid people—right?”

“If you want to do that, it’s fine. I just can’t help you do it.”

I’m sputtering, slowly imploding—even more so when he starts stroking my back.

“It’s possible whoever gave these to you isn’t aware they’re duds. Dealers are human. We get suckered all the time.” But the more he reasons, the deeper I dig my fists into his hoodie. He sniffles, and though it feels good to see his empathy triggered, it only further perpetuates mine.

“But you should have heard this guy. The things he said, the things he threatened to do to me if I couldn’t,” I shudder, “if I couldn’t—”

“Shhhhhhh.” Wrapping one arm around me, he lunges for the toilet paper dispenser. It’s empty. He unzips, shrugs out of his hoodie, and puts it in my hands. I bury my face in its bulk. He smells so good; it hurts so bad.

“Nothing is going to happen to you, OK? I can reach out to some people.”

Tears and snot gush fast, so fast it bloats my face. “Why is this happening? Why would Mom leave me with this? What—is this some fucked-up lesson in karma? Some hippie-shit rite of passage? I just don’t understand. It’s like the stupid will all over again—”

My eyeballs bulge from their sockets. I look at the time again.

“FUCK!”

I drop the hoodie and jettison from the bathroom, tripping over my own feet. “Fuck, fuck, fuck—” I scramble down the hall, Wolf’s boots pounding the floorboards behind me. “What is it?” he cries. Scavenging my pockets, I dig out Mom’s car keys and haul ass to the front door, flinging it open. Sunlight sears like pepper spray. I squint—

Then I remember: Mom’s car is still on campus.

“FUCK!”

Wolf gawks from the doorframe, bewildered. “What’s wrong?” I sweep the door shut and snatch his wrist. I don’t even bother towing his body the whole way; I’m already running to his car.

“Take me to the liberal arts building—NOW! I have a final in ten minutes. Go, GO!”
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Cars whip past. I can’t stop crying. I can’t stop crying.

Agony claws and rips through my chest, clutching my pounding heart, unraveling it like a scarf. A greedy undoing. Wolf runs a second stop sign and cuts off a car switching lanes. The dash clock reads 1:53. My exam is at 2:00.

“Arvy? Arvy, look at me.”

I keel over in pain. My lungs balloon against my breastplate like a crowd surge locked in a swarm. Snot clogs my sinuses, draining and coating my upper lip. I try to swallow, try to breathe. “I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe—” I clutch the door handle.

Someone blasts their horn. We fishtail, trying to make a left turn beneath the underpass. I cover my ears; everything’s so loud, so amplified. Oh god, he’s looking at me. Please don’t look at me.

“Arvy, look at me. Look at me.”

I shake my head. I tug my tank collar up over my mouth, burrowing into it like a groundhog fleeing its own shadow.

“It’s possible you’re having a bad reaction. Whoa, whoa—it’s OK! It’s OK. Just keep your eyes on me, OK? Focus on me.”

A long, pathetic whine escapes me.

His hand clamps down on my thigh; I didn’t even realize I was kicking at the floorboards. His palm is sweaty, the heat of it slick against my skin. “I have to drive, OK? But keep your eyes on me. Don’t look anywhere else.”

I nod, wanting so badly to nail my eyes shut. I snatch his hoodie from his lap. Squeeze it over my mouth like an emergency oxygen mask. “Am I gonna die?” I muffle. “I can’t die in these shorts. I’ve met the coroner.”

Wolf’s arm lunges for the back seat, fishing for something. His eyes ping-pong between the road and whatever it is he can’t seem to find within reach.

He jerks the wheel straight. “Can’t you ask for a makeup?”

“Are you kidding? My Gender Studies professor is Greta Thunberg on steroids—she hates excuses. Hates nonmajors. I once saw her make a guy cry because he thought Gloria Steinem was a high-end fashion designer.”

“What about food? I can get you some chocolate.”

“What is this—Harry Potter? I’m not fighting a dementor, just go, go! If I miss this final, I’m fucked.” The mention of food ripples my stomach, a flare of acid burbling just below my throat. Oh god—

He lunges back deeper, extending the entire length of his body to a straight line from the gas pedal to the back seat. The engine revs, and his shirt rides up, his pale cut abs flexing to reach. A soft whimper steals my lips. Something rumbles low in my stomach.

Sobs morph into nerves—a nauseous fluttering. “I think I’m gonna be sick.”

He thrusts a plastic water bottle in my face. “Drink.” But the shallow pool swishing at its base triggers my queasiness. I knock it to the floor.

I keep my eyes glued to his face, clocking the clench of his jaw. He blinks rapidly, almost cyclical, like he’s warding off visions. Or maybe holding them back. He sniffles.

“Are you feeling it?” I ask.

He shakes his head. Blinks harder.

The car swerves, plowing into the university’s main drag. Dozens of cars wait to park while students swarm crosswalks in packs. We’re slowing down—

He looks behind his shoulder, evaluating his options. “Which building again?”

“Liberal arts. Just pull over. I’ll run.” Sweat beads at my brow. My neck.

“Hold on.” He cranks the wheel, diving into an empty oncoming traffic lane, cutting past the cars. Parking spots line the street, all taken. We pass Mom’s pink Cadillac. My stomach cramps. Oh god—“Pull in there. There, there!” I point, I mutter, I heave—

Tires squeal and skid to a stop over a striped-yellow triangle at the same time I spring from the car door, double over on all fours, and spew a stew of snot-laced vomit on the concrete. Heads turn—people halt. Wolf rushes around the car. “Arvy—”

Clambering to my feet, I burst into a full sprint toward the center of campus. I’m still clutching Wolf’s hoodie when a wave of euphoria rolls up my spine, flooding my neck and tailbone with heat. All nausea flushed away, replaced by something lighter. A feverish licking from the inside out.

Oh god.

“How much time?” I yell over my shoulder, not even sure he’s still behind me. “Wolf? Wolf!”

“I don’t know,” he hollers. Sidewalks are crawling with students. Several freeze to stare. I dodge one body, two, finding it harder and harder to cut sharp turns. Taut muscles loosen—a liquid unraveling like a shot of warm syrup coursing through me. Fuck, I’m slowing down.

“Arvy—”

I’m almost to the liberal arts building when a hand hooks my arm, yanks me back, and spins me round mid-stride. Wolf is panting, clutching my shoulders. “Arvy, if that pill works, a racing heartbeat is the last thing you want right now—” His eyes go wide, his face drained pale. A cute girl brushes past, and instantly he cowers, meeting and evading female glances like bombs are dropping overhead.

A rush of tingles, pricks, and pinches skates up my spine, its heat nuzzling beneath where Wolf is touching me—my rapture upstaging reality. My eyelids flutter.

“The trick is to keep resetting your focus every few minutes, OK? Like hitting Refresh on your brain. Are you breathing? Arvy, breathe! Breathe, girl.” He inhales, conducting my chest with his hand. “Out. In. Out.”

My lungs drop in sync with his hand. Oh god, that hand—I breathe. That big hand and those sultry, chocolate bedroom eyes—I breathe. That prickly scruff and deep, wet, blood-flushed pink mouth.

“If you start feeling faint during the exam, ask to go to the bathroom, OK? Say you’re on your period, whatever. I’ll be right here.” He swats my hand. “Stop that—”

I massage his hoodie into my chin, rubbing my neck, my mouth, my slack roving tongue—I taste cotton but register flesh, his animal musk trapped in the fibers. Doused with cologne. Every whiff spikes new desire rippling through my body. My womb puckers—a suckling pressure drilling for my—

“Stop,” he hisses. His cheeks puff; he covers his mouth. A second later, his eyes slip focus. He melts, his gaze now gawking at my mouth. He shakes his head. His pupils expand—a creature possessing him. I can’t tell if he’s struggling to keep something in or push something out.

“Hey, Wolf.”

Ripped from rapture, I glare at the angelic feminine voice coming right at us.

A tall blonde strolls past, hips swishing in a pair of ass-tight bell bottoms, her stride emanating sunlight from the ground up. Her doe eyes—crystal blue—carry a wholesome virtue; her short, shaggy hair bounces effortlessly off her shoulders. Upturned breasts fill a white, fitted crop top, a generous slice of skin peeking out from beneath. I shiver. A core muscle contracts, one I didn’t know I had.

Her eyes linger on Wolf. He winces, avoiding her like it pains him.

“H-hi.”

Sweeping past, her curious gaze catches on mine. “Hi,” she chirps politely. A dainty silver piercing flares off her eyebrow like a star visiting from the night.

Wolf looks at his phone, then back at me. “You’re late.”

I drop the hoodie and run for the carousel doors of the liberal arts building. Diving past the thick glass, I glance back at Wolf.

The last thing I see is his eerie distorted figure, wobbling like a sick, twisted animal aiming to pounce. He turns, he staggers. A flare of golden sunlight strides toward him.

The blonde.
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Rounding a corridor, I crash into two custodians. “Sorry!” I dash for the stairwell. My feet pound the concrete steps, driving my pulse higher, a metabolic surge overtaking me—suddenly, I have all the endurance in the world. I could run ten miles and my legs would still crave more.

Greedy friction builds to a hilt inside my shorts, a furnace riding up my crotch now slick with arousal. I’m tempted to jog up another flight just to feel—oh god, just to feel—

I plow through the third-floor access door, slamming a dude right in the face. “Sorry, sorry!”

Professor Mathis stands outside her classroom door at the end of the hall, her chestnut bangs and ruby-red lips turning away as she reaches for the doorknob.

“Wait!” I sprint, loins swelling to a quake. Pressure mounting—“I’m coming!” I race toward the finish line, stoking the wet, ravenous, come-drunk need pulsing between my thighs. A full-body swelter flashes beneath my clothes, across my skin. “I’m co—” My eyes roll back in my skull, taking the whole world with them. I see Wolf lying in my bathtub. I feel him kissing my neck. Outside, I’m running toward Professor Mathis, but inside, I’m straddling Wolf’s denim thigh. His knee is jostling. Our tongues, wrestling. I’m sprinting; I’m coming. I can’t see. I can’t see!

“Miss Keening,” Professor Mathis carols sardonically, “so good of you to join—”

Operating on blind faith, my hand thrusts toward her voice and grabs the doorknob in the nick of time. “Holy—” My knees quake and lock, propping up a momentous river of FUCK. Desire courses through me as if I were porous, as if my pelvic floor were a sponge of foaming bubbles, their pops so fierce I squawk. Hallucinations in play, I clamp down on every rapid image propelling my orgasm. Wolf sucking on my neck. Wolf’s cock in my hand. I milk it to a peak, my knees giving out—

I grip the doorknob. My anus puckers. My pussy clamps shut, a brand-new world blooming inside. “Ah!”

Euphoric white light floods my very existence, accompanied by an unmistakable musk. Whether it’s real or not, it attaches itself to the dream—Wolf’s cum splashed across the underside of my chin. He pants, disappearing from the tub. No—that’s me. I’m the one that’s panting.

“It works.” I sag, too weak to open my eyes. “Oh, thank God, it works.” A swarm of relief pulls throaty chuckles from between my teeth—the breathy cackle of a madwoman. Awareness anchors me back to reality, and a labored sigh settles. I hum. I open my eyes.

My lungs seize up. My hand isn’t gripping a doorknob. It’s gripping Professor Mathis’s fist.

Did I just jerk off my professor’s fist?

She glowers, her cherry lips fixed in a slack O. I dislodge my fingers one by one as she slowly hands me a copy of the exam. “See me after class,” she says evenly.

I nod, waddling half-drunk into the jam-packed lecture hall. Man. I don’t know about “mind-blowing,” but definitely intense. Though I gotta admit, sixty bucks seems a little steep for a single—

My uterus jerks.

Like an undertow sweeping an ocean floor, the threat of something bigger tugs at the walls of my vagina. Tug—tug, tug.

Oh no.

I take a cautious step forward, coming up short when I feel another tide rolling to a start.

That orgasm was only the first surge. Mona isn’t a wave; she’s a tsunami.

I spin around. “I need to go to the bathroom!” I shout into Professor Mathis’s face. Behind me, an auditorium chair squeaks. Heads turn in my peripheral.

“You want to take this final or not?” she huffs.

“It’s an emergency. I’m on my period!”

“So am I.” She claps my arm. “Take a seat.”

A grid of fluorescent lights hums from the ceiling, casting a heinous green glow over the theatre-style lecture hall. Rows ascend toward the back of the room in a shallow grade—nearly every seat is taken. A sea of colorful hair dye and weird fashion trends resides before me, eyes surveying my damp, flushed skin and heaving breasts. Someone snickers.

Terrified, I blink, trying to reset my focus, just like Wolf said. I plop one foot in front of the other, stepping up to the deep, wide-set staircase that borders the room. I edge closer to the wall, feeling a low, heavy, gripping contraction surge behind my pelvis. I shudder. I clench down, but the more I push back, the faster the blood rushes to my clit. Pressure builds—shrill and stiff. I shoot my hand out, gripping the wood paneling. “Oh—”

Again, heads turn. I clamp my hand over my mouth.

An empty seat gleams near the top of the stairs. If I could just sit down—

I lunge into action, a ballerina flouncing on tiptoes up the staircase. I straighten my spine, thinking the extra height might keep the wave at bay. But the surge is building, expanding. A rogue spasm radiates through my hips and back. Panicked, I flounce faster, jogging up the stairs double-time. Do not moan, do not moan—“Aaah.”

“Miss Keening—” Professor utters from afar.

A guy bolts up from his seat to help, but I shoot my arm out in warning, meeting his eyes. Bad idea. His tall frame and meaty biceps trigger new visions. No, no, no, no, no—

“Are you OK?” he asks. I turn away, kissing the wall with my nose. My pulse is racing. Pores dripping. Convulsions pull broken gasps up from my throat.

“Can I help?” he mutters behind me.

I see his tongue slashing my pussy, his thumb pushing inside me—

I slap my face. Hard. Over and over. Heroic footfalls descend the staircase, and somewhere behind me, a girl sputters and laughs. “M’fine,” I say. Liquid heat irrigates my spine. My left leg buckles. “Aaahhh—” My nipples harden to dice, and a bead of cum trickles down my inner thigh.

My knees hit carpet.

“Miss Keening—!”

“I’m sorry. Ah!” I try to crawl back down the carpeted steps, try to flee, but the tight woven rug scrapes my knees and inner thighs, throwing stars before my eyes. I crush my paper exam in my fist, overtaken by sound—the sharp, gnawing crinkle—and the carpet’s erotic, crude, scratchy ply licking my legs. Oh god, I wanna fuck this carpet.

If Mona’s first surge was a song of visions and smells, the second is a symphony of textures. I squeeze the railing. Snatch a canvas backpack from the aisle and straddle its bulk, blind and milking the ache between my thighs. In a fog of ecstasy, I dry-hump school supplies, smothering my knotted nipples into the carpet. “I’m sorry,” I cry, maddened by friction.

“Stop recording,” Professor Mathis shouts. “Put that phone away. Miss Keening!”

Oh god, oh god. I grind, drifting deeper under the shadow of Mona’s towering swell. In a flash, it crashes through me, splaying my core into a million particles that scatter and clap back together. Someone is yelling my name—a faint echo crowding from above. The room disappears.

I spin, reduced to a dream. In it, I am weightless, floating in Mom’s car like a fish in a tank. Outside, a Texas dustbowl of pumpjacks fuck juicy cunts in a cotton field. A nation of open wounds, covered in brown spit. Girls who look like boys grind on boys who look like girls, the clouds jerking off in tandem. I try to pull myself up from the dream, but another wave rolls, pinning me to an erotic existence where everyone fucks everything into oblivion until we’re all just fucked. Just when I think the dream is dying off, my pussy fastens shut, latching onto itself like a plunger slurping a clog. It clears out my grief, expelling it from my body as if it were a poison that didn’t belong. Something that needed to get out.

And for a brief moment, I am suspended in joy.

Pure, unpolluted joy. It blooms outward, filling Mom’s car, then wilts to a fade.

Next thing I know, I’m waking up, sucking in a gust of oxygen. Eyelids flutter to life.

Students crouch over me like novice paramedics. At first, I don’t understand why they’re there… until I remember.

I sit up, gently refusing help. Every student in the classroom is stone-still in various states of observation. Sitting. Standing. Leaning over chairbacks. Straining to get a better view. My awareness resets. Did I black out? I’ve never blacked out before. Shit, how long was I out?

Professor Mathis ascends the staircase, looking bored—the expression of a jaded academic, someone who sees these sorts of desperate attempts to get out of an exam all the time during finals week.

“I’m fine,” I mutter, still collecting information. My voice is hoarse. Throat sore. Was I screaming?

I thrust out my hand, prompting distance. “Please don’t touch me.”

“Are you all right?” Mathis says flatly.

I nod, dazed. My neck is stiff.

“Do you need medical assistance?” She says it like it’s a question on a checklist.

I shake my head.

She sighs, her sympathies visible but bitter. “Do you need to postpone your exam until later this afternoon?”

I look around, assessing my cognition. Later this afternoon, I’ll be busy soliciting drugs with a hot guy I just met, figuring out a quick way to acquire ten thousand dollars in two days. I reset again. Shake my head.

She turns on her heel. “Just see me after class.”

I manage to get to my feet, my fatigued muscles spasming. With shaky hands, I iron out my wrinkled exam across my chest, climbing the stairs as if they could shift at any moment. At the top of the staircase, I settle into a seat and fold down the chair’s tabletop. Still hazy. Still processing.

Shit.

I turn to the girl next to me, whose face is solidified in horror. A pencil bag lays near her feet.

“Can I borrow a pencil?”

Like a statue gone mobile, she hands me hers.
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I cross the threshold between cold AC and muggy cloud cover, the taste of vomit still sour in my mouth. I exit the building feeling achy and exhausted, but at least relieved. My inner thighs are chafed. Underwear ruined.

Wolf isn’t waiting where I last left him, but his hoodie lies abandoned on the concrete esplanade like evidence in a missing person case. I pick it up and look around. The campus is eerily calm, less bustling than before. Trees sparkle in flecks of neon green, casting patchy shadows over mature flower beds and splintered walkways. A few students stop to glance at freestanding bulletin boards riddled with peeling flyers.

I text him. Im out. where are you?

Seconds later, I hear a heavy steel door slam in the distance. I turn to look.

Wolf rounds the corner of the liberal arts building, emerging from the dingy shadows along the brick exterior. He must have taken refuge in one of the outdoor maintenance closets while his high took hold.

I hold out his hoodie, relieved to see him but too drained to show it. “It works.”

“We need to go, now.” As he draws near, his stride grows stiff. Tiny red splotches speckle his neck.

“What happened to your ne—”

“Less talking, more walking.” He zooms past me, catching my upper arm like a hook snagging a fish. Snatching the hoodie from my hands, he threads his arms through the sleeves, flaps the hood over his tousled hair, and ducks his head.

In haste, I stub my foot on a crack, but Wolf’s arms catch me before I fall. “You OK, you all right?” But his stride doesn’t slow. If anything, he tows me faster through the commons.

I don’t know what compels me to glance back over my shoulder, but when I do, my eyes focus just long enough to spot the tall blonde emerging from the side of the liberal arts building, looking disheveled and disoriented. She steps out of the shadows, her yellow corduroy pants dingy at the knees. Hard sunlight masks her expression.

A steel door falls shut behind her, its boom echoing in the distance.
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The campus cityscape shrinks in my rearview mirror. Mona works. It actually works. Like hitting the lottery before anyone knows it, my awareness spins me into a fluttering disbelief. A secret that feels enormous and terrifying all at once.

Wolf chomps a stick of gum in his mouth, his eyes wide and glued to the road.

“You don’t understand,” I say, stealing the last two sticks in the pack, the taste of vomit dissipating in my mouth in the first few chomps. “I’ve never felt anything close to what I just felt back there. My nervous system was like a bomb that wouldn’t quit! Fucking shock waves. It was perfect! Well, not perfect. I did dry-hump some poor guy’s backpack. And I did vomit. And there was that blackout with the slight existential dread on the back end, but other than that—” I roll down the window and hawk my gum into oncoming traffic. “Slow down, will you? You’re going to get us pulled over.” I hide the fanny pack beneath my shirt and fasten my seat belt. The car slows.

I can still feel Mona coursing through my veins, my buzz all but metabolized. I pull a hair tie from my wrist, having lost my ponytail in battle, my collar damp with sweat. I’m hog-tying the strands up in a messy bun when Wolf brakes at a stoplight. At the crosswalk, three stylish girls carrying anime backpacks wait to cross, perking up when they see Wolf’s car. They wave at him but look at me. Or maybe they’re waving at me. I wave back, giddy, enjoying the delusion.

Cruising through town, I pluck a single Mona from the fanny pack, holding it up to inspect. I’ve seen odd-looking pharmaceuticals before, but never something like this. I study it more closely. Mona appears to be made up of three separate properties—a tiered sandwich of thin tablets in its capsule, each a different color. A tri-action drug maybe? I run my fingertip over its tight translucent gel casing.

Wolf’s rigid silence confounds me. He’s still wearing his hoodie over his head. Perspiration pearls at his brow. He squirms, twitchy and upright, like his hips are hiding something that he doesn’t want me to see. Is he still feeling it? Parts of me are sore, other parts achy, but in a greedy way. Stiff nipples tingle beneath my tank top. I can’t ignore the slight intimate aroma permeating the vehicle’s cabin. I keep clenching my knees, trying to cap off the sex-laced musk perfuming my inner thighs and soaked underwear. Much good it’s doing me. By the way Wolf keeps turning his nose, avoiding my eyes, I’m certain he can detect it.

Wolf rolls down his window. Panicked, I roll down mine, uncertain whether to keep talking, apologize for the smell, or shut the fuck up. The last time I felt this sexually awkward, I had just rounded third base with an art major named Chad who I tutored on how to make soap in the science lab, which he then used to make molds of his penis for a studio project. I attended his exhibition: PENIS SOAP. He got an A; I got fingered the next day. Badly.

“Well? Come on!” I swat his shoulder. “Did it work?”

He scratches the scar in his brow. “More or less.”

“Well, that’s great, right? Now we can sell to guys, too.”

“Let’s just stick to girls on this one.”

“What? No! I’m on a clock here. My life is on the line. You said it yourself—if it works on men, we double our buyers. We’ll sell out in half the time.”

“J-just slow down, OK? Consider the consequences.”

“Consequences shmonsequences, I need to get this shit off my plate now. What’s wrong with you? And why are you wearing a hoodie in ninety-degree weather?”

Again, he squirms, and I wonder if he’s hard like I am wet.

“Look, just trust me, OK?” he says. “You do not want this thing getting into the hands of just anybody.”

His eyes are bloodshot, his focus skittish. I think about the advice he gave earlier—the trick about resetting one’s awareness—but his blinking eyes are hitting Refresh like his monitor is shot. He’s now going five miles under the speed limit, his hands choking the wheel like we’re driving on ice. His hood has slid back, exposing tufts of tousled hair that looks as if it has been ravaged or pulled. I study his flushed cheeks, red splotches peppering the length of his neck. I thought they were bruises. It’s lipstick. His fly’s unzipped.

I sock him in the arm.

“Ow! What?”

“You hooked up with that blonde in the maintenance closet, didn’t you? Didn’t you?”

“What, no—” I punch him harder. “Ow! Stop!”

“Don’t lie to me. I saw you. I heard the door slam. She stumbled out not even thirty seconds after you.” I scoff. “Does your girlfriend know you hook up with randos on campus, or do you get away with it by telling her you were ‘high’ at the time?”

“Wha—who said I have a girlfriend? Stop!”

“‘Hey, kitten. What am I wearing? What are you wearing?’ You took her call when you were in the tub—I was sitting right there.”

He narrows his eyes, as if trying to recall. Sudden recognition dawns on his face, and he laughs. “Oh man.” He shakes his head. “Definitely not my girlfriend.”

“Side job. Fuck buddy. Whatever.” I roll up my window. “Guys like you disgust me.”

“Since you seem so invested, let me clarify. One, I do not have a girlfriend, and two, I did not hook up with anyone in that closet. The only person I tried to hook up with today”—he nods in my direction—“was you.”

Flattery clouds my judgment. I’m still stuck on the maintenance closet, but that’s a cul-de-sac of questions I don’t have the time or focus to attend to. I settle back into my seat, feeling a temporary truce wash over my frown lines.

Wolf rubs his arm, a pup tending to his wound. He yields to a stop sign.

“I just thought—the blonde. Y’all seemed very… familiar with each other.”

“Imogen is a friend,” he says, looking resigned.

“But you like her.”

He shakes his head. “No.”

“Have you two… you know—?”

“No.”

I grimace. The first no sounded more truthful than the second.

I yank down on my shorts. Maybe it’s Mona’s hallucinogenic properties still in my system, but suddenly my head is a den of little demons snickering over a playback reel. I see Wolf kissing me in the tub. I see me grinding down on his thigh. I smell his cum. I try to jostle away the images, but the shake-up resets the fantasy, and suddenly it’s not me in the tub—it’s the blonde. He kisses her neck. Nibbles her nipples. She stands up, and he lovingly samples the juncture between her thighs.

A familiar landmark stands in the distance, jerking me from Mona’s feeble clutches. We’re nearing the edge of town, cruising steadily toward relics of peeling billboards and antique oak trees. Staring just past them, I see the tree.

Her tree.

“Where are we going?” I say, admittedly spooked.

“I need to make a pit stop.”

“And waste time? Turn around!” I point to the radio clock. “Look, it’s past three—we can sell to students heading back to the dorms before the dinner rush.”

“No, no, no. Rule number one: Never sell on a college campus. If you or the buyer gets caught, you can kiss that internship of yours goodbye. And that’s just the beginning of your troubles. I know you don’t want to hear this right now, but we have to acknowledge the fact that we are peddling a sex drug in a college town. I don’t know if you’ve been around the last ten, twenty, sixty years, but a young male distributing unmarked pills to female undergrads isn’t exactly a good look.”

I sink deeper into my seat, not wanting to drive past what has haunted me since the day of Mom’s crash. She called it her “thinking tree,” a place she often drove out to on her most quiet days—her worst days—when her usually chatty self dulled and her darker, more impulsive self crept in.

I didn’t see the wreck; I saw photographs. Digital images on a screen inside a local precinct. I sat in a rolling chair and tried to concentrate on everything the officer asked me: Where was she going? Did you see her that morning? Did she say anything? Why was she driving your car? I didn’t know the answers to the officer’s questions; Mom had been quiet all week.

An orange plastic ribbon hugs the tree’s swollen trunk, the streamer’s shiny tail floating in the breeze. A mark for a felling.

We zoom past, its silent greeting lasting only a split second. It lingers behind me, like a ghost in the back seat scooting forward. A cold breath blows past my neck, and my chest caves.

Mom? Are you there?

Wolf’s head turns. My spine steels. Did I say that out loud?

“C-can we go back?”

“Why?”

“I, um—” I cringe, humiliated to say, “I need to get my mom from my house.”

God, the look on his face, a combination of confusion and concern. I never want to see it again. “It’s fine,” I add.

I shake off the funk, the tether that binds me to her. I square my shoulders and dig inward for my compass. When the funk came to town, Mom’s compass would spin, and I was happy to hold mine up for her. I rode my bike to the grocery store. Paid bills online. I didn’t think twice about staying home from school to navigate for the both of us. I never saw the funk as a flaw, but rather a condition to be monitored. When doctors prescribed medications, the funk’s contrarian nature would flare, insisting they didn’t work. But I was always there, keeping an eye on things. Sitting at her memorial, staring at her urn, I worried. How would she fend without her compass?

Thinking this, I expect to hear Mom’s voice. I hear nothing. I hope she’s OK.

“It’s fine,” I repeat. I blink several times, resetting my focus. Grip the compass. Focus.

Wolf smiles wearily. “Look, if I know this client like I think I do, he might have a lead that could help us.”

“We don’t have time for leads. We need to be selling, not driving.”

“Driving is an essential part of the job.”

“But what’s the plan? Look, the guy who gave me this stuff may or may not have mentioned some tiny detail about avoiding male buyers, but I still think we should try. Look at you—you did it, you’re fine. No harm done.”

“Let’s just trust your guy on this one, OK? There’s bound to be a reason why any dealer would withhold selling to a particular base, and considering he makes his living moving as much product as possible, I’m guessing he’s got a pretty damn good reason for holding out on half the population.”

I growl, flopping back against the headrest. “Fine. Women only. But my god, how is Mona not everywhere right now? Think of the reach a drug like this could have, the research possibilities. People who have suffered sexual dysfunction or emotional trauma. Clitoral castration. Think of the potential advancements in medicine! I mean, can you fathom the biological findings behind something like this? An induced endogenous release comparable to the adrenaline rush of—I don’t know, skydiving or man-to-man combat!”

His thumb snakes around his forefinger, constricting the knuckle before popping it. “Yeah, maybe.”

I sputter a raspberry. “Maybe. For an entrepreneur, you don’t sound inspired.”

“Wanna be inspired? Wait till you see this house.”
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“When you said ‘client,’ this is not what I expected.”

Sitting on a massive couch, I stare up at the immaculate mural painted across the ceiling: a decadent pastoral scene of feral tribeswomen frolicking, their flowy garments tattered and stained in wine. Who knew ornate mansions in Westheimer existed outside of campus, let alone ones with a massive alabaster bust of Madonna?

Wolf lounges next to me, seemingly at home in the fortress, affirming my suspicions that he comes from money. Two crystal-encrusted chandeliers dangle overhead, companions to the massive one we passed in the marble-floored entryway. The main room is filled with murky oil paintings of pale postpubescent boys in lush gardens and ornate Venetian vases taller than me. Two couches border a glass coffee table decked out with expensive-looking art books and antique tchotchkes. I lock eyes with a thick book set directly in front of me, its cover so haunting I consider switching seats with Wolf. It’s a photograph: a massive dead cypress tree, its gray trunk petrified to an ashy crisp and split down the middle. Beautiful Dead Things.

In the distance, ice cubes jingle against glass.

Len emerges from the kitchen with a tray of iced tea. “Made fresh,” he carols in a Southern twang.

Had I been raised in the cotillion pageantry circuit, I imagine someone like Len would be a familiar face. His frizzy golden curls defy movement, coiffed and sprayed to a mass and height only Texas could explain. He’s got the face of a thirty-year-old with the hands of a man twice that. He’s wearing a sleeveless burgundy romper with a gold chain belt slung round his hips, not unlike the fanny pack I’ve got strapped round mine. A faded tattoo peeks out from his forearm, the word DADDY inked above two sailors kissing in a flat-bottomed boat beneath a crescent moon.

Len sets down the tray and hands us two glasses. Wolf takes his; I wave off mine. Len settles into the couch opposite us like Texas royalty, crossing his ankles at his side. His kitten heels are gold lamé.

“Thanks, kitten,” Wolf says.

Ah. So, this is Kitten.

Wolf is all manners and quick wit talking to Len, his silky chuckle cracking easier than a fortune cookie. We’ve only been here ten minutes, and already they’ve traded two hugs, three inside jokes, and multiple flirtatious winks. I bounce my knee, eyeing the gilded framed photos atop a baby grand piano, most of Len snuggling up to a stocky silver fox with a thick Captain Hook mustache. They remind me of Mom’s old photo albums, the ones I used to flip through as a child: Mom kissing streetlamps in Paris; Mom hugging sushi chefs in Tokyo; Mom dancing alongside plastic pickle tub drummers in New Orleans. Those pictures were my first peek into Mom’s idea of love—not romantic love, but just love in general. I grew up thinking Mom’s one true love was her life. I read her eulogy suspecting her one true enemy was herself.

Wolf pulls a prescription bottle from his pocket. In return, Len hands him cash.

“For my Martin,” Len says, chasing my eyes. He shakes the bottle like a rattle. “Poor thing has a dreadful chest infection, and I can’t get him into a doctor’s office to save his life. Literally. If we were Buddhists, I’d swear I married Howard Hughes incarnate. The man is an incorrigible germophobe.”

“It’s azithromycin. You said he’s allergic to penicillin.” Wolf sips his tea and relaxes into the couch. It takes every bit of manners in my body not to rip his glass from his hand and shatter it against a wall. Iced tea? Small talk? Are you fucking kidding me?

“Martin still teaching piano?” Wolf asks Len.

“He’s switched to voice, the little devil. Wants to discover the next Rufus Wainwright. Kids are so sweet—you should see them running in and out of this old house, all sticky fingers and smiles, sheet music everywhere. And the moms! I tell you, the magic words are ‘child prodigy’—throw that corn out to the hens, and they come-a-cluckin’, just flockin’ to our Venmo. Suburbia’s cute like that—everyone wants to be famous. Oh, I’m sorry, sugar.” He regards me and my untouched glass. “Did you want lemon? I have lemon.” He scurries back to the kitchen.

I glare at Wolf, tight-jawed and primed with venom. “What. The. Fuck.”

“You all right?”

“We need to be selling.” I elongate the word as if I’m teaching it to him. “Not sipping iced tea. Not taking house calls. Selling. What kind of drug dealer wastes this much time not selling?”

He lifts his glass. “You obviously haven’t met many drug dealers.”

“You specifically said no men, so why are we here? What’s with the snail’s pace? Do you need redirection? What are you, ADHD?”

He rolls his neck, churning out a long hard glare. The end of a shotgun barrel, loaded and aimed at me. I shrink.

OK. Wolf has ADHD. Noted.

“Sorry.” I sink into my shoulders. “It’s just frustrating. You say you’re gonna help me, but then you drag me out to this lap of luxury twenty minutes out of town. It’s fishy, it’s weird. I don’t know who to trust. I feel dependent, and it’s making my skin crawl.” I swallow, the bruising from Francis Pete’s gun flashing in the back of my throat, spinning fresh doubts inside my head.

He rakes a hand through his mussy hair. “Look, we’re on a clock and the price is high. We’re better off selling a lot to one person than selling a little to a lot of persons. More people equals more chatter. More risk. We want to be able to control the narrative and the direction it travels. Buzz is good, but you have to stay ahead of it. This visit is not for nothing, trust me.”

Absorbing this logic, I flop back into my seat cushion, rubbing a wet sniffle from my nose. Fingers drum against my knee. I narrow my eyes, permitting a free-floating curiosity to momentarily override my displeasure. “You flirt with him.”

“I do,” he affirms, as if sensing a follow-up question.

“Have you two ever… you know…”

Wolf grins slightly. “Kind of rude to ask.”

“Why do you call him Kitten?”

Wolf shrugs, taking a sip of iced tea. “He likes it. Everybody has a soft spot, Arvy. It’s my job to know what it is.”

I squirm, nosing the silence. “What’s my soft spot?”

The light catches the glint in his eyes. He smiles—smug. He lifts his hand and wiggles his fingers.

My loins only slightly contract. “Prick,” I mutter, snatching a tea from the tray. A few drops splash on the couch, and I gasp, frantically batting it away. I scoot over and sit on the stain.

Len returns with a large pitcher and small saucer of fresh-cut lemon wedges. “Sorry ’bout that. Had to go fetch some off the tree out back.”

“This tea is amazing.” Wolf eyes me for an endorsement. I smile but glower mid-sip.

“Basil,” Len chirps, nestling his cinched frame deeper into the cushions, tucking his legs to the side. “It’s more surprising. I have a thing about fruity bullshit.”

I side-eye Wolf, flashing the whites of my eyes like a cue card. Get to the point, asshole.

“Hey Len, I wanted to ask you, uh—” He sets his glass on the table. “Are you still in contact with Chanel?”

“Nelly! Oh yeah, we go way back. Her dad used to moonlight as a consultant for one of Martin’s clubs. Nelly sold me my first popper.” He directs his bashful blush at me as if disclosing a need-to-know secret. “I was a late bloomer. Didn’t swim a K-hole until I was thirty-five.” He throws up his hands. “But look at me now.”

“Can I get her number?” Wolf’s palm caps my jostling knee and clamps down. “I took it out of my phone for… reasons.”

“I heard about those reasons.” He winks. “Also heard about that little loan you took out from you-know-who.”

“Chanel heard about that?”

“Honey, Chanel hears everything.” He scrolls through his phone and hands it to Wolf. “Though I should warn you, she’s been a real pill ever since the incident. Retired and everything. Beware the claws. Funny you should inquire. Isn’t her company a little off-limits to you these days?”

Wolf smiles—tightly—as he types the number into his phone. “Only frowned upon. I’ll take my chances.” He starts composing a text.

I sip my tea, stealing glances over the rim. The fuck are they talking about?

“God, I miss good Sayter gossip.” Len sighs. “These days it’s all boats and hoes, Mexico and moes.”

Sayter? Like a satyr? Like a horny goat?

“What’s Sayter?”

Wolf snaps his head to the side. Len chuckles. “Keeping this one away from the stables, are you?”

“You don’t know what that is?” Wolf asks me.

The sudden fear of not knowing spikes. “Should I?”

He searches my eyes, almost enamored by my lack of know-all.

As a small-college-town native, you think you know everything. By tenth grade, you know the landscape, the people, you go to all the parades. You’ve seen a musical or two on campus. But you’re still only in high school. Still a bubble inside a bubble. You’d think enrolling at Westheimer would expand things, but really it just makes you more smug. More unwilling to learn the town because you know the town. So when people hit me with something I don’t know, it tends to leave a bruise.

“Is it a place? I don’t go out much.”

“That’s OK.” He handles me gently, his smile warming. “Kind of refreshing, actually.” He says it like it’s rare, though I don’t know if he’s referring to me or the feeling. “It’s a…” He looks to Len. “Volunteer organization. I help out sometimes.”

Len winks, his eyes pinging between my face and Wolf’s. “You two dating?”

“No,” I huff, and Wolf mutters, “No.”

“Fucking?”

“I barely know him.”

“Oh, honey, don’t let that stop you.” He plucks a lemon wedge from the tray, smearing the juicy meat across his lips like a gloss. “In fact, I’m throwing a little impromptu soiree tomorrow night, something to get me back in the saddle. Martin is such a bore when he’s sick. You’d think he was at death’s door.” He dips his chin, his bedroom eyes prowling low at Wolf. “Wouldn’t mind some company right now, though. Wanna stick around?”

Wolf smirks, holding Len’s gaze. “Not today.” He winks.

Len snickers, drawing the wedge into his mouth to suck.

Wolf’s phone rings. He frowns when he checks the screen, like it’s not who he was hoping for. “I gotta take this.” He walks back to the grand entryway. Finally, we’re leaving. I start to get up—

“You and Wolf would make a cute couple.” Len tosses his lemon rind on the tray, still chewing its meaty, gummy center. “Shame he’s not interested. Oh, child—don’t mind me. I’m just a jealous old queen who always wants what she can’t have.” He confiscates Wolf’s discarded glass and settles back into the couch, looking like Cleopatra on her lounge. “Love your fanny pack, by the way.”

I stick my neck out to sneak a peek around the corner. Wolf is chatting on his phone by the front door, raking fingers through his hair in exasperation. Whoever he’s talking to is clearly not his favorite person. My gaze drifts to his butt. Last time I checked out an ass that nice, I was about to hook up with Chad the art major, whose dick ironically looked nothing like his penis soaps. False advertising.

“Antsy?” Len says.

I whip my neck around. “Hmm?”

He points to my leg. “You’ve been shaking those limbs ever since you got here.” He looks smaller, all folded up and minimized on his lonely cushion. A tea party of one. His eyes draw downward, hiding what looks like a flicker of self-doubt. “Hope I don’t make you nervous.”

“Why would I be nervous?”

He shrugs, chuckling a little. Soft and sad.

My eyes drift back to Wolf. He’s still talking. Time is still ticking.

Fuck this.

“Can I… interest you in something, Len?”

“Depends on how interesting it is.” He finishes off Wolf’s glass, the ice uncoupling before collapsing atop his nose.

I grab the pitcher of tea and smile. “May I?”

“Please.” The longer I pour, the wider his grin spreads.

I check behind my shoulder one last time to make sure Wolf is still occupied, which is an understatement; the conversation has got him pacing in circles like a dog on edge. I unzip the fanny pack, plucking one pill from the lot.

Len wags his palm. “Oh, I don’t pop pills, honey. Not anymore. Too messy.”

“Oh, this isn’t a pill. This”—I hold up Mona like a diamond catching the light—“is MOH-nah.”

“MOH-nah?”

“MOH-nah. A rare pharmaceutical the likes of which you have never experienced. Only sixty dollars a pop.”

I pat the cushion next to mine, and he immediately springs to his feet and snuggles up beside me like we’re new best friends. Like this is our tea party now. I display the pill in my palm like a museum artifact—an ancient, calcified creature for the looking. “Cute!” He pinches it. “Oh, and look, there’s a little M on it.” He sniffs it. “What does she do?”

“Well,” I chirp. “While my expertise is not in compound pharmaceuticals, I’m confident we’re dealing with a multifaceted amphetamine with hallucinogenic properties—a cocktail, possibly a synthetic peptide, in conversation with the body’s melanocortin system. At first, I thought maybe we were dealing with a dissociative depressant, but that doesn’t line up with Mona’s willingness to spike dopamine—obviously its key neurotransmitter—while simultaneously engorging—”

“It makes you come.”

Len and I whip our necks around. Wolf is towering behind us.

“Jesus, Arvy, this is a person, not a government grant committee.”

I blush. My ears sink to my shoulders.

He snatches the pill from Len and hands it back to me. “Sorry, Len. Not for you.”

“Darling, everything is for me.”

“Not this. Come on, Arvy, let’s go.”

Len bristles—he pounces from the couch, wagging a finger at Wolf’s back. “Don’t be stingy with me, young man. I know your mother.”

“And I know you better.” Wolf turns to address him directly. “Trust me, Len. You don’t want this. Stick to the usual party favors. For me.” His phone rings again. “Goddammit—” Flustered, he takes the call. “I said I can’t today—” Angered to a fault, he assesses the room against the heated conversation in his ear, his eyes weighing two dilemmas at once. Whatever the caller wants to hear, Wolf must not want to say in our proximity—he strides straight for the door, lowering his voice to a hushed scowl.

Len is beet red, obviously insulted that Wolf would deny him such pleasure. With Wolf out of earshot, he scampers over to me, fishing his wallet from the bra cup of his romper. “If that bitch knew my preference, he’d know that when Daddy is sick, this boy plays with his dick.” He sneaks a glance at the door, keeping his nose close to mine. “Sixty, you say?”

I nod, eager and heart-tickled.

“I’ll take two.” Yessss. He tucks a fold of twenties in my fist before I’m even done diving for another Mona. He checks behind my shoulder, stuffing the two capsules and wallet back into his bra. We share a giddy, toothy giggle before he shoos me away with a wink.
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I skip up to Wolf after he jogs down the front steps into the circular driveway, gravel crunching beneath our shoes. “Are you telling me we came all this way for a lousy phone number?”

“It was a fifteen-minute drive, twenty-minute visit. And that number belongs to one of the richest, most drug-hungry female dealers in town. At least she used to be. Kind of nervous about what he said back there, about her being retired. If she is still selling, I guarantee you, you’ll be stuffing hundred-dollar bills in that fanny pack in no time. She’ll buy every pill you’ve got.” We climb into the car.

Buckling up, I spy a twenty-dollar bill poking out from my pocket. I side-eye Wolf and stuff it back down with stealth. Every pill you’ve got. If this girl does buy, I’ll have to disclose to Wolf why two pills are missing.

“Big deal.” I hear Mom’s voice in my head, sending a flutter of relief up through my chest. “By then, you’ll be doing victory laps around the quad.”

“Tell me the truth,” I say. “If I weren’t here, would you have taken up his offer? ‘Stuck around’?”

A nefarious grin slides across his face—a handsome fiend spotting prey too easy to pass up. “If I had, would that make you jealous?”

We stare each other down. His gaze drifts south, heated eyes surveying the length and hollow of my neck. I swipe my neck. Nothing is there.

“You shouldn’t be so quick to assume, Arvy. People aren’t always what they seem.”

We peel out of the circular drive, Wolf’s words lingering at the back of my mind. Not what he said, but how he said it. A wave of unease washes to shore, its suds sinking low in my stomach.

When we pass Mom’s tree, I close my eyes.
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We cruise down Residence Row, a main street of campus riddled with stop signs and crosswalks. Residence halls line the drag on either side, stacked like old condominiums begging to retire. Wolf’s fingers strum the steering wheel—a 90s rock song playing on the radio. When he catches me staring, I look at the dash. I scratch my nose.

We brake at a crosswalk. Students stride, studying their phones at an unhurried pace.

“How’d your mom die?”

I freeze. I search his face for any sign of malice or pity, but he simply looks at me. At the road. The car pulls forward, jostling us both.

I drop my eyes to my knees. “Why would you ask me that?”

His shoulder hitches. “We’re friends now.”

It takes me a moment to process the ache in my chest when he says it. Takes me a longer moment to process an honest enough answer. “She hit a tree.”

He nods like it’s something he suspected. “That’s why you keep staring at my hands on the steering wheel.”

My brow pinches. Oh. His psychological reasoning baffles my own. Am I staring because I want his hands, or am I staring because I don’t feel safe?

“I’ll try to be more mindful of my driving,” he says. “You’re safe in this car. Just want you to know that.”

I blink a few times, trying to reset the direction of this conversation.

“Were you with her?” he asks solemnly.

I shake my head.

I can feel my body throwing up walls, rejecting any tenderness that might summon tears. “Why are you helping me?” I say quietly, though it slides out like an accusation. A cheap shot to push him away. “Is it a savior complex?”

I sense his retreat, a slight maliciousness when he mutters, “Saviors don’t get paid.”

“All saviors get paid, whether in money or martyrdom. Only difference is most don’t risk jail time for a payout. Why?”

“You’re being hustled. I’m concerned.” I cock an eyebrow. He sighs. “I owe someone a debt.”

“Another entrepreneur?”

“Worse,” he grumbles, his eyes far away.

“How much do you owe them?”

“Enough.” He says it like it weighs more than him. “Faster I pay them back, faster they’ll stop holding it over my head.” His phone rings in the cupholder, and Mom pops up on the screen. No image.

He quickly rejects the call but shrinks in on himself when he sees me frowning at the screen. He cast off his mother faster than a telemarketer. “I’ll call her back,” he assures me sheepishly. On his lock screen, three missed calls and five new messages crowd his notifications.

I clear my throat. “So, what’s next?”

“The number I got from Len—she’s an old friend. She texted me back. We’re meeting her at Stein.”

“Stein Hall? She’s a student? Thought you said she was a rich-ass drug dealer.”

“She is. She’s also a student. She only recently moved back into Stein, and I have a feeling I know why.”

“But that’s on campus. Isn’t that against your code?”

He frowns, suddenly paler than before. “I said we’re meeting there. Didn’t say anything about selling.” He grumbles, “Guess we’ll figure that part out when we get there.”

I haven’t set foot in Stein Hall since freshman year, having only lived there for one semester despite Mom begging me to stick it out. She prattled on about dorm life in her day. We decorated Christmas trees with Tampax—it was fabulous! But living at Stein only magnified my suspicion that I wasn’t good at people. I was always saying the wrong thing, always moving out of the way, never sure where to stand in a crowd. Maybe I should have tried harder to seek out girls who felt the same, but by Christmas I had moved back home with Mom, feeling more comfortable slipping back into our own favorite rituals and traditions.

A text message dings inside my fanny pack. I swipe a glance at Wolf before checking it.


Sorry. Forgot to get your number. The registrar office helped me out. I know a guy.



I whip my head around, checking peripherals. A cropped pic pops up on the phone. A toothy smile above a Taylor Swift shirt.

A tight gasp flies out of me. Wolf furrows his brow. “What?”

I tilt the phone away from his view.


Listen, I need your opinion. Roses or carnations? I made a mistake and bought tulips and Marge is just BEYOND right now, thinks I don’t listen to her, which is ridiculous. She talks more than anyone I know. I feel bad about your dog btw.



My stomach turns. Fuck, Shelley. I still need to deal with Shelley. I can only guess at the foul rotting stench dancing in the breeze atop my back porch, a white sheet turned brown in the midday heat.


I’m leaning toward carnations. What do you think? And don’t be wrong.



My eyes go wide. What? WHAT?


I’m just fuckin’ with you. I’m going with roses. Arvy seal of approval?



Quivering thumbs hover over the keypad. What if I say yes and Marge doesn’t like them? Will he blame me? What if she does like them? Do I get brownie points? Will he take mercy on me and drop the deal?

I grit my teeth, trying to process. Mom loved roses—she tended to her rosebushes in the backyard all year round. It was only last year that they started to crimp inward, dry up, and die.

I hold my breath and send two thumbs-up.

He replies: a gun pointing at a smiley face.

“You’re trembling,” Wolf says gently. I pocket my phone lightning fast. “Was that your guy?” I shake my head, eyeing an innocent speck of dust shivering on the dash. Silence weighs twice as much in Wolf’s car. “I take it you’re not making anything off this deal?”

I hold steady. Shake my head again.

“We could bump the price,” he suggests. “You deserve something. I don’t know what they’re threatening, and I guess you can’t say, but you can take advantage. They are.” Wolf’s phone buzzes in the cupholder. “Shit,” he hisses, eyes flicking from the windshield to the screen. I don’t catch the name; I’m too concerned over why we aren’t slowing down as we pass Residence Row.

What the—

“You just missed Stein.” I watch the building pan past us. I turn to Wolf. He’s texting. “Hello?”

“Change of plans,” he grumbles, begrudgingly shoving the phone into his pocket. “Need to make a pit stop.”

“Another fucking pit stop? No!”

“He’s right down the road. Ten minutes. Tops.”

“What is this?” I seethe. “Did the whole world wake up this morning and suddenly decide ‘pit stop’ was a thing?”

“Look, you’re not the only one in this car with assholes to please,” he jabs, matching my frustration. “If I don’t handle it now, he’ll just keep calling throughout the day. I have to just get this done.”

At the end of the block, we park outside a strip of duplexes on the edge of campus.

“Art major,” he growls. “And a righteous asshole. Never fails to call me at all hours of the night.” He lunges across my lap and flips open the glove compartment. From a plastic prescription bottle, he rattles out a few pills before chucking the container back.

“Adderall?”

“Worse. Diet pills.”

“You keep diet pills in your car?”

“Like I said, he calls a lot. Hide the fanny pack underneath your seat, will ya? You do not want this guy asking about those.” I snarl and do as I’m told.

I shadow his shoulder, stomping up the concrete walkway to a ratty unmarked door. Not even ten seconds in the afternoon sun and sweat beads my upper lip. Fuckin’ pit stop. It’s already five, and Shelley’s bloated corpse is now haunting my thoughts. Whenever I try to chase it away, it returns like a stray, circling me for help.

I huff, arms binding my breasts. “Is this going to be another hour wasted?” He knocks twice above the peephole, then twice below. “I don’t know if I made it clear back there, but I need to make ten grand. TEN GRAND—”

“Twelve grand,” he corrects, knocking again with increased force.

“Exactly! I’m paying you. You work for me.”

“Come on, dude!” He bangs the door with his fist.

“Your problem is you don’t seem to grasp the severity of my situation. I have a target on my back. I have two finals to study for. I have a nonrefundable flight, a house to sell, a psycho to please, a car to rescue—you expect me to stand for this pit-stop bullshit? I have to study. I have to eat. I have to do fucking laundry.” I yank at my shorts. “I have to—” The front door swings open. “Chad?” I croak.

Chad Mullens stands in the doorway wearing beige corduroys and no shirt, his bare toes and fingertips caked in blue and purple paint.

“Arvy?” He looks at Wolf. Cranes his neck, regarding Wolf’s car behind us. “What are you doing here?”

“You know him?” Wolf scowls.

My focus pings between Wolf and Chad, trying to make sense of this new puzzle piece. “S-sort of.” Chad’s chest—more birdlike than I remember—puffs out when he smiles. His sharp hip bones and sandy happy trail conjure vivid memories of me teaching him how to render tallow for soap in the back of an empty science lab. Periodically, he’d lift his shirt and scratch his belly.

Just like he’s doing now.

“Sort of?” Chad chortles. “Hell yeah, we know each other. We used to, uh—” He snickers, as though too bashful to say. “Shit, gurl, gimme hugs.”

I stutter, fumbling to find a spot for my hands around his naked torso. I pat his shoulder blade. “I thought you were still living at Gilcrest. Weren’t you an RA?”

“I moved off campus over Christmas,” Chad says delightedly. His scent is pungent: vanilla and paint thinner. I used to fantasize to that scent. Now, it smells premeditated. A DIY cologne.

He pulls away, a narrowing glint in his eyes when I step back to Wolf’s side. He leers, traveling every curve of my body. Wolf’s bicep brushes my shoulder. “Damn, gurl, haven’t seen you since—”

“The art show. Your soap show.”

He points at my chest like I’ve won something. “That’s right. The soap show,” he muses. He swats Wolf’s chest, all teeth and cheer. “This guy was there, weren’t you, fella?”

Wolf glares.

“You were?” I ask. “That’s so funny, I was there all night. Figured I would have noticed you.”

“How do y’all know each other?” Chad says.

“Oh, we’re just—”

A hand commands the back of my neck, and suddenly Wolf is kissing me. Hard. His full lips latch onto mine like a vacuum until every square inch of oxygen is sucked out from my lungs and into his. I don’t know what’s more disorienting: his greedy, draining kiss or the way he appears to lose himself in it, his long dark eyelashes resting atop his cheeks. A man encased in a dream. I go cross-eyed from staring.

The kiss breaks with a smack. My stiff neck and wide eyes are no match for Wolf’s warm, hearty smile. His bedroom eyes smokier than before.

Chad stands bewildered.

“We’re in a hurry.” Wolf smolders, though his words are for Chad. I’m still gawking, still reliving his mouth’s minty taste and scent. The fuck was that?

“Uh—yeah, sure, come in,” Chad mutters.

“We’re fine here, thanks,” Wolf cuts.

The two men exchange looks—a curt silence accentuated by taut frowns. Chad bares his teeth in a smile. “Don’t be rude, Wolfgang. Come in, Arvy.” He whisks me past the threshold, where cold air hits my flustered skin. Thank you, central air.

The first thing I see is a tripod and camera, greeting us like a butler in waiting. Jazz posters and charcoal sketches litter the walls of a living room that feels more like a wide corridor, and rolls of unstretched canvas lounge against a ratty love seat. A tall floor-to-ceiling mirror leans against a tinted window, a stool and easel set to the side. I catch Chad’s reflection in the mirror as he trades glances with Wolf behind my back.

“Cool place,” I say, breaking the latch on their silence. “Love the decor. Very… bohemian bad boy.”

“Thanks.” Chad beams. “Yeah, you know, it’s a process. I like to stretch myself. See how deep I can go.”

Wolf throws him a stank-eye. I stifle a grin, enjoying how his boots draw closer to me. “Still making soaps?” I say.

“No. I’m concentrating on painting now. Gotta listen to what speaks to me, you know, stay in the now. Hey, you should come by sometime. I’d love to paint you. If you’d like,” he adds quickly. “Your form is perfect for it.”

My eyes scan the unframed canvases stapled to the walls around the room. The models are squinty-eyed, thin-chested, and disproportionately chubby around the thighs. “Thanks,” I mutter.

“Sure, why not? Pale skin. Dark hair.” His gaze trails my short shorts. “Soft legs—”

“Kind of in a hurry,” Wolf cuts in. “No offense.”

Chad’s assessing stare pierces the silence. What is happening? How do Wolf and Chad know each other? And why is Wolf clinging to my hip like a wet blanket?

Wolf holds out three pills in his palm, his fingers splayed wide like he wants me to see. Chad’s smile wilts fast, replaced by something tighter and more bruised. He snatches the pills, evading my gaze.

No money is exchanged. Just cold stares.

“You want a beer, man? How ’bout you, Arvy?”

Electricity fissures up my spine—a roving hand brushing my tailbone. “We’re good,” Wolf says. The back of my tank top flutters, and before I know it, ticklish fingers are skating my waistband. The pad of Wolf’s thumb traces my spine, and my breath catches; I arch back. By the look on Chad’s face, I must have whimpered.

Chad pivots on his heel, and Wolf’s glare trails him all the way out of the room until he turns a corner in the hall.

Wolf’s fingers drop, abandoning a cold breeze trapped inside my shirt.

“What was that?” I hiss.

“Hmm?”

I shoot a glance at his fingers, then back up at him.

“What?” he says evenly. “Thought you liked my fingers.”

Chad emerges from the back room. Wolf crosses in front of me, quick to retrieve whatever it is that Chad holds out to him. I’d try harder to spy if I weren’t still dazed from Wolf’s mouth and menacing hands.

Wolf’s back blocks my view, but over his shoulder, I see Chad sprout a smug smile. Whatever he’s handing Wolf seems to amuse him. His eyes scale mine, their mischief so chilling I avert my gaze to a jar of wet paintbrushes, an oil palette of wet flesh tones, a pair of flip-flops, an opened box of condoms.

Wolf stuffs something flimsy into his back pocket. Whatever it is has Chad snickering again.

“You ready?” Wolf doesn’t wait for a reply; he bolts out the door.

“It was nice to see you again,” I chime.

Chad sidesteps me before I can reach the door. “Maybe we can go out for coffee sometime.” He says it to me, though his eyes trail Wolf. He yanks out his phone. “Lemme make sure I have your number. Yeah, sorry—can you type it in?”

I frown. “Did you lose it?”

He shrugs, still surveilling Wolf, now marching back to fetch me. “I clean out my phone sometimes.”

He “cleaned” me out? I type the first six digits of my phone number and improvise the last four.

Wolf’s fingers tickle my hip like a spider crawling up my side. He laces our fingers and tugs.

“So, where y’all heading next?” Chad says.

Wolf says, “My place,” but I chirp, “Stein,” tugging back on Wolf’s attempt to tow me away.

“Oh yeah?” Chad crosses his arms, his corduroys sagging low on his hips. “They’re hosting their wienie roast today, right? Hey, mind if I tag along? I could use the break.” He pats his flat stomach, a few strands of blond hair falling over his eyes. “Painting works up an appetite.”

“Oh?” Wolf says pointedly. “Those pills not workin’ for ya? You know, you might be building up a tolerance. Maybe you should up your dose.” He isn’t even trying to hide the fuck-you in his eyes. Up until now, I have seen nothing but generous, cordial customer service from Wolf. But the way his nose wrinkles against the sun’s glare, eyes sharp behind their slits—it’s refreshing. To hear his bark, see his bite. To feel pawed over. Territorialized.

It’s… nice.

Have I forgotten what that feels like? To feel wanted rather than needed?

Whatever shit show is brewing between these two, I’m not about to let it slip through my fingers without at least another hour of milking Wolf’s proprietary nature. “Hop on in,” I squeak.

Chad skitters back inside. “Just gonna grab a shirt and shoes,” he hollers, but Wolf is already trudging up the pathway like he’s ridding his boots of mud.

I trot behind his shoulder, freshly amused by seeing him so unraveled by animosity. “What was that about?”

“What?”

“What do you mean what? The kiss, those fingers—”

“I was protecting you.”

“By kissing me? Did Mona trip up your brain or something? I’ve seen baboons in jerk-off matches in zoo cages handle themselves better.” I consider this. “Wait, have you two—”

“I swear to God, Arvy, if you ask me if I’ve hooked up with him, I’m going to rip that fanny pack off your body, fuck you goodbye, and leave you for dead.” He spins around. I barrel into his chest, heat clouding my cheeks.

“Jesus Christmas,” I murmur. “Say it like that and I might let you.”

“You’re not gonna go out with that guy, are you?”

“No,” I clip. “Maybe. Depends on how well he paints me.” I incorporate a slight bounce in my stance. A child’s delight.

“You do know ‘I’d love to paint you’ is code for ‘I’d love to fuck you,’ right?”

“He’s an artist. He sees lines and colors, not ass and titties.”

“You know, it’s a process,” he mocks. “I like to stretch myself. See how deep I can go.” He lifts his shirt, scratches his abs, and mimics jerking off.

I bite down a grin. “You’re jealous.”

“Of that guy?”

“You don’t like that he got my number.”

“I have your number.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t give it to you.”

“Which has me confused why you gave it to him. Frankly, I’m concerned. Did you see his dirty fingernails?”

“He’s a painter.”

“He’s a chode.”

I consider telling him I gave Chad a phony number, but the twitchy, vulnerable scowl splashed across his face is mesmerizing. Witnessing this Wolf—genuinely vexed by the thought of me hooking up with Chad. Sure, I’ve caught him eyeing my thighs when he thinks I’m not looking, his gaze crossing my neck more than a few times. But this—

This is a high I could get used to.

Testing how deep his territorial nature goes, I edge closer. I have no idea how to seduce a guy like Wolf, but the challenge of trying fuels me. I toy with his shirt, a wandering knuckle slipping beneath the hem. I trace a trail of soft hair in the direction of its growth. “I’ve never dated the jealous type before. Kind of gets me hot.”

Deadpan. “We’re not dating.”

I straighten. “I know.”

Ding!

He reaches down, his eyes never leaving mine as he digs into his pocket. He looks at the screen.

“We’re late.” His face is close to mine, his minty breath rouses my nose. “Keep Chode on ice when we get there, will ya? If I know Chanel, having a pretty-boy douchebag around might come in handy.”
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Stein Hall rises before me, an aging thirteen-story tower—the most coveted all-female residence hall on campus. The prestige came from the admission requirements; there were only 130 beds, and all of them required students to either maintain a minimum 3.8 GPA to secure a spot or be one of the handful of female freshmen in the honors college program. The one semester I spent there was enough to satisfy my curiosity.

I check my phone. Wolf said this Chanel girl will buy every pill I’ve got. If that’s true, well—shit. Major assignment—done! Finished and turned in a day early. No wonder Mom dabbled in light drug dealing—quick money and not even that hard. Even tugging at my shorts, my body drenched in Texas swamp heat, I feel like I’m winning. If this works, I could come out of this whole shit show unscathed.

Chad’s eyes appreciate a swarm of chatty females funneling in and out of Stein’s entrance. Wolf couldn’t find a convenient parking spot, so Chad suggested dropping us off, leaving Wolf to his search.

Before we left Chad’s apartment, Wolf and I sat in the car waiting, a thick silence between us. He chucked whatever Chad gave him into the glove compartment, too swift for me to see. “Have you slept with him?” he asked. I shrugged. “What do you care?” I said. The blonde from this morning seeped into my mind, an intravenous shot of jealousy and spite. He said they didn’t hook up, though I still didn’t know if I believed that. A minute later, Chad hopped in, and the ride was quiet after that. I stared at the glove compartment, hands itching to pull the latch.

Now, Chad snatches my wrist, angling toward the sliding doors of Stein Hall. I pull back. “Shouldn’t we wait for Wolf?”

He chuckles like I’ve said something funny. He changed clothes before we left. He’s currently sporting round tortoiseshell sunglasses and a yellow T-shirt that says LESBRO. “How’d you get mixed up with that head case anyway?”

“Head case?”

He massages the back of his neck like it hurts to say, “I hate to tell you this, V, but that guy’s a hot mess.”

“Why do you say that? And what did you give him back at the apartment? It wasn’t money, I saw. What was so funny?”

His eyes dart behind my shoulder. “I’ll explain later,” he whispers quickly.

Behind me, heavy footfalls draw near and deep pants rouse my senses.

“Hey,” Wolf huffs. “Thanks for waiting.”

He towers behind me; I can feel it by the way my spine arches, reaching to curl back into his stance. My body keeps anticipating the next time we might touch.

“Hey, Wolf,” a feminine voice calls from afar. Another from a girl walking past. Some of the greeters walk into Stein Hall. Some head across the street toward the cafeteria. Wolf, hey! The simple salutation seems to come out of the brickwork—I’ve never seen a guy so publicly recognized among females, yet his reaction seems desensitized, almost jaded. He responds to each welcome with barely a nod. He’s put his hoodie back on. In this heat?

Again, I recall the tall blonde, the way her similar greeting—Hey, Wolf—seemed to summon a sting of discomfort to his ears. He cowered like a child. Was it the Mona, or was it her? Who was she?

My stomach growls, inspiring Chad’s chuckle. “Damn, girl. That a demon in your stomach? Someone get a wiener in this girl’s mouth, pronto!”

I half laugh, half cringe. Was Chad always this forward? We only hooked up once, but I don’t remember him being so… so… Chad.

I find myself glancing at Wolf. A part of me wants him to know I hooked up with Chad; to secretly care the same way I do about the blonde. The other part of me shrinks in humiliation every time Chad opens his mouth.

Chad tugs my hand toward the entrance, but Wolf scoops up the other one just as fast. “Uh, you go ahead, man. I need to talk to Arvy. Privately.”

Chad looks peeved until he spies a few girls in crop tops heading toward the entrance. Hey, Wolf. “Cool, yeah. See you in there.”

Wolf hauls us toward a long handicap ramp just off the entrance, his interlaced fingers dwarfing mine. For a second I wonder if he’s whisking me away to kiss me, those territorial tendencies returning. My stomach flutters. Wolf tugs me into the deepest shadows of the ramp’s shade before dropping my hand. “OK,” he says, “I was going to tell you this on the drive over, but since Chode decided to tag along—”

“Wait, where’s the fanny pack? You left it in the car?”

“It’s in the trunk in a false bottom. Don’t worry about it. Look, Chanel is a student, which is fine, but she just recently moved back into Stein. Which presents a problem. For me.”

“I know, I know. Your ‘code of ethics,’” I air-quote. “No deals on campus. It’s fine—we’ll set up a rendezvous point somewhere off campus and do the switch-off there. Not my house.”

“It’s not that. I—” He flushes, brow pinched. “I can’t sell the Mona.”

His face holds an expression I haven’t seen before: pained embarrassment. It crimps his forehead. “What do you mean you can’t sell it? We’re here, we’re about to sell it.”

“I mean I can’t sell Mona to Chanel. Look, this girl we’re pitching is an ex-acquaintance of mine. We used to buy and sell from each other on the side but had to stop for… reasons. Technically, I’m not even supposed to fraternize with her anymore.”

“Why?”

“Let’s just say there are some people who would rather me not be seen with her.”

“Who?”

“It’s not important. The point is: If a woman is a student and living at Stein, I can’t sell product to her. My boss is very particular about this residence hall. She doesn’t want me ‘conducting business’ with potential candidates. It’s a rule.”

Candidates? Rules?

Two girls skitter up the ramp, squeezing by our shoulders as they pass. Hey, Wolf. They wave, but he only nods at one of them.

“OK, what’s with all the ‘Hey, Wolf’ stuff? I get that you’re hot, but the fangirling seems excessive. Are you the resident dealer on this block or something? You give discounts for niceties?”

“I don’t have time to explain. Bottom line, you have to do it.”

I blink. “Do what?”

“Sell to Chanel. Keep up.”

“I AM.”

“Shhhhhh.” He looks around. “It’s not just that. Let’s not forget, this is a sex drug, and I am a guy selling in a college town. Some girl gets roofied at a party this weekend, next thing I know some freshman is saying they saw me at Stein vending out mystery pills. I can’t risk a bogus accusation.”

“And I can?”

“You’re a girl,” he says dismissively, waving off the sky with his hand. “A girl selling an orgasm to another girl isn’t a crime, it’s sisterhood. This is your community.”

“But you know this girl. She knows you. Why do you seem so spooked all the sudden? What are you not telling me?”

“Nothing. Just that Chanel living at Stein is a complication for me, and there is an optics issue. A girl selling Mona looks better than a guy selling Mona.”

“Don’t be so PC. And don’t pretend I don’t have just as much to lose as you. Why should I carry all the risk?”

“Your ass might be on the line, but so is mine. I’m taking a gamble just being seen with Chanel. On top of that, I have a reputation to protect. It may not be the most dignified in your eyes, but I’ve worked hard to gain and maintain people’s trust, and I’m not about to go to jail for a measly two grand because some social-policing freshmen got it wrong. You fly out in, what—two days? The way I see it, you’re already on your way out. Even if word did get out that you sold Mona at Stein, no one’s flying cross-country to track you down. Chanel may be indiscreet, but she’s no rat.”

“All right, all right! Just—tell me what to do.”

“First?” He calmly, tenderly cups my shoulders in his palms. “Breathe.”

I stare at him blankly. How can I breathe when he’s touching me?

“Mystery plus confidence goes a long way with Chanel. Be accommodating, but brief. She says How much, you say Sixty. She says What does it do, you say, Makes you feel good. She wants to know where you got it, you smile and walk away. Walk. Away. She’ll retract that shit quick, trust me. When in doubt, be aloof. Always leave buyers thinking that they need you more than you need them. Got it? Are you listening?”

“Keep your big boy panties on, all right? If anyone is good at being aloof, it’s me.”

“Your tits are sweating.”

Shit. I check my shirt. A sweat-soaked triangle marks my sternum.

He levels his gaze. In the shadows, his brown eyes are black. “Do you trust me?”

Uncertainty skidders up the base of my spine, but I push against it, steeling myself into submission. “I trust you.”

We walk through the automatic doors of Stein’s front entrance, where an expansive front desk greets us. Three student workers tend the station with the same care given to a holiday firework stand, their sunken bodies bored and stale in their duties. One worker lifts her head and smiles at Wolf, while the other two chat up a cute boy holding an acoustic guitar.

“Ever notice there’s always a guy with a guitar in the lobby of every female dorm?”

Wolf grimaces. “Don’t judge, I might have been one at some point.”

Behind the desk, a glass partition divides the sizable lobby, separating the desk from a large, open living area with clusters of chairs and couches. At the back of the room, a massive sunlit window towers over the space like a church of worship. Girls in summer clothes and sunglasses crowd the back lawn, collected in tight cliques. Drinks in their hands. Laughter on their lips. I pull down the bottoms of my shorts and smooth my ponytail, combing back flyaways. I don’t even realize I’m doing it until Wolf’s fingertips brush my arm. “You look great,” he whispers with a small, reassuring smile. His hand drops ever so slightly to the middle of my back, and the base of my spine tingles. I arch.

We cut through the lobby toward the back courtyard. Acid laps at the walls of my stomach—a rise of anxiety. Wolf holds the exit door open for me just as a girl rushes for it, her swollen face splotchy with tears. When I ask if she’s OK, her visible agony vanishes instantly on seeing Wolf. She puffs out her chest, taking extra care to brush his when she squeezes past. “Hey, Wolf.” But he simply holds the door, unfazed.

I squeeze past him just the same, sardonically dragging my breasts along the span of his pecs. “Hey, Wolf.” He rolls his eyes.

Humidity cloaks me in a second skin. Cruel sunlight cooks the crowd—scantily clad bodies bustling around plastic-draped folding tables and helium balloons, a long paper banner erected above them: FINALS WEEK WIENIE ROAST. DON’T STRESS, JUST DIGEST. A student DJ claps behind a laptop and turntable, orchestrating some god-awful mashup of electronic beats and monotone voices on loop. Bitches gotta eat. Bitches gotta eat.

“Cool music,” Wolf says.

I nod enthusiastically, terrified of being wrong.

In the far corner, a BBQ pit exhales a pearly blue haze. A tart aroma of smoked meat invades my nostrils, tracking to a small table of foil cartons near the pit. “Food!” I hiss.

I grab a fistful of Wolf’s hoodie, tongue watering as I rush us through the mob. “’Scuse me, ’scuse me—” To the right of the smoker, a handwritten sign reads FREE DOGS. TWO PER PERSON. I leap in front of the sweaty girl distributing hot dogs. “Four dogs, please.”

Her metal tongs pinch the meat. “Two is the limit.”

“He’s eating, too.”

Beside me, Wolf scrolls through his phone. She hands over four dogs, but before I can claim all four with mustard, Wolf snatches his half of the loot. Dammit.

Mid-bite, I feel the full length of his body push against my back, his chest and open arms steering me back toward the rear entrance. His lips hover near my ear.

“While you were out front flirting with Chode—”

“I wasn’t flirting.”

“I texted Chanel to let her know we’re here.” His head moves. “Though I don’t see her…” Hey, Wolf.

“Mr. Popularity,” I mutter, watching his left thumb type out a text message. Laser focused, I trail his other hand in front of me, his untouched dogs like bait on a hook. I lean toward them. “Guess that’s the perk of being a dealer. Everyone wants to be your friend.”

“Not necessarily,” he says evenly. “Most of the girls here don’t want me for drugs or friendship. That I can promise you.”

“Well, aren’t we cocky.”

A soft chuckle grazes my earlobe. “You misunderstand, but I like where your head is at. Hey—” He swats my hand. “I can carry my own food.”

“I got those for me. Bitches gotta eat.” I reach again for his hot dogs, but not so far as to unglue my back shoulders from his chest, addicted to the titillation of his voice in my ear.

“There you are!” Chad’s bird chest cuts us off, blocking our path. “Got your hands on some wieners, I see.”

“Not enough,” I grumble through a mouthful of bread. Wolf attempts to eat despite an obvious distaste for Chad’s take on the cultural importance behind the modern-day wienie roast.

“It’s a real statement to the patriarchy while still feeling fun and nonthreatening. As a white cis male, I’m constantly reeducating myself on the vast injustices and cultural toxicity women face every day.”

“Fascinating.” I suck a dollop of mustard from my pinkie. “You still making bath soaps from molds of your penis?”

Wolf chokes on his hot dog. I pat his back several times.

Chad chuckles. “Swing by sometime and find out.” He winks at Wolf, who has reverted back to his usual glare.

Wolf thrusts his second hot dog under my nose, and I devour it like a piranha, bidding goodbye to Chad when Wolf pulls me away. But not before Chad sweeps in behind my ear. “Don’t trust him.” He shoots me a look of warning before the crowd swallows him from view.

In the lobby, more people idle about than before. Caught in the flock, I clutch Wolf’s sleeve. “What is it with you two?”

“You two who?” He cranes his neck, searching the lobby. “Dammit, Chanel.”

“You and Chad. Why does he look like the cat who ate the canary? And why do you look like the pissed-off canary?”

He grimaces. “I don’t like him.”

“If you don’t like him, why do you sell to him?”

“I don’t sell to him.”

“What do you mean?”

Surveying the crowd, he sighs. “Let’s just say, Chad has something I want, and I have something he wants, and until I get what I want, I have to keep giving him what he wants.”

“What do you want?”

“There she is!”

A short, stout female approaches us like a wild beast prowling through the brush. People part where she walks—out of avoidance or respect, it’s hard to tell, but it certainly seems to mimic a jumpy Queen of Hearts situation. Her red lipstick and raccoon eye makeup is dramatic and excessive. Upon first glance, she’s goth, but as she nears, I see that her black silk slacks and forest-green corset are ornate and impeccably tailored. The silver that adorns her ears, nose, and fingers is far from a Hot Topic purchase. Everything about Chanel screams expensive. Even her attention carries an air of value.

“Wolf,” she says coolly.

“Chanel.”

“I sure hope this is worth my time.”

“Likewise. Want to take this upstairs?”

“And be seen walking into a room with my nemesis’s lap dog? No thanks. You can pitch me here.” She looks at me. “Who are you?”

“This is Arvy,” he says.

“A girl can speak for herself,” I jab. I craft my best smile, offering my hand to shake. “Arvy.” Then I remember what Wolf said about being aloof. I smolder.

She stares at my hand, deadpan. “Are you dating?”

“No,” Wolf says.

“Fucking?”

“No,” we say.

She nods, as if approving. She shakes my hand. “You at Sayter?”

There’s that word again. Sayter.

“She wouldn’t be here if she were.” Wolf cocks an eyebrow. “Obviously.”

“Ah yes, the sacred house rules,” Chanel muses. “Squeaky-clean girls holding out for their squeaky-clean futures. My, how your boss just loves to bait and chase the virtuous, as if cleaner blood tastes better during ritualistic initiation.”

“From what I remember, you quite enjoyed yours.”

She scoffs, directing her words at me as if I’m in on whatever inside track they’re cruising. “Vestal virgins of Westheimer University. It’s oppression disguised as elitism. It’s bullshit.”

Oppression? Wolf said Sayter was a volunteer thing. The fuck are they talking about? The sudden illiteracy lashes at every shred of confidence I had mustered and carried into Stein. Wolf said to trust him; how can I trust him if I don’t know what the hell this is?

“So, you’re slumming at Stein,” he says. “Is the housing market that bad, or are you just trying to stay humble?”

“Better than shacking up with those pretentious fembots.”

He lifts a finger to his chin in mock amusement. “And here I thought you might be trying to win your way back in.” He folds his arms over his chest. “You know this is her favorite hunting ground for recruits. I’m just trying to figure out how you got the grades to get in here.”

She grins. “Guess I got smart.”

“I’m sorry,” I cut in, only sounding a little peeved. “What is Sayter, exactly?”

Chanel cocks an eyebrow at Wolf. My ignorance must seem attractive or trustworthy in some way because Chanel curls her index finger and motions us closer to the wall, detaching us from the masses.

“She’s got no ties to Sayter,” Wolf assures her, as if it’s something that needs confirming for the sake of her comfort. “She’s not even a candidate.”

Chanel sighs, sizing me up under a new lens. She crosses her arms to lean up against the wall, cleavage inching closer to her chin. “Well, that’s reassuring at least. Wolf says this is your sale, not his. That true?”

I open my mouth, but a dense paralysis begins to seep in. I’ve been so preoccupied with offloading the Mona, I never took the time to process the repercussions—possible jail time and felony charges if caught. Whereas Len’s mansion felt private and removed from the real world, Chanel’s public regality feels attention-grabbing, even precarious. Now I understand why Wolf has a rule about no deals on campus—the location is unnecessarily risky.

“Well.” Chanel moves in closer. Her green eyes and raccoon makeup imprint on my memory. “Is it true?”

Wolf nudges my shoulder, jabbing me from my fog. His eyes dash from me to her.

“Mona,” she continues, her tone maturing into impatient. “Is she in town?”

I clamp down on every paranoid thought invading my mind to make room for Mom’s voice. Pull it together, baby. I clear my throat and nod, checking behind us to see if anyone saw me nod.

“How much?” she says.

“Sixty.” I sneak a glance at Wolf, needing the validation.

Chanel furrows her brow. “For how many?”

“One.”

She sputters a laugh, shakes her head, and walks off. Oh shoot, oh shoot, oh shoot—

“I think Arvy would be more comfortable talking numbers in more private quarters, wouldn’t you, Arvy?” Wolf looks at me, his eyes wide and urgent. “Perhaps that might inspire a more generous negotiation?”

I don’t know what that means, but the look in his eye tells me I’d be a fool to admit it. Chanel turns, eyes roving over me in a full-body scan that has my pulse racing. “Oh yeah? How generous?”

I turn to Wolf, hoping there might be a number printed on his forehead, but all I get is that same wide-eyed death stare. I swallow. “M-maybe… a complimentary sample? Something to consider before… considering?” Beaming with pride, Wolf sneaks me a wink.

Chanel prowls closer one step at a time, as if her thinking were in sync with her feet. “Complimentary. Like a test run?”

I nod. Breathe. Breathe.

She takes a second before regarding Wolf, her eyes never leaving his when she says, “OK.”

Wolf licks the corner of his fast-growing grin, looking like two Gs just dropped into his lap. “I swear it will justify the price. Give us a second, we’ll go grab—”

“But not on me.” Chanel’s eyes dart from his face to mine. “On her.”

We freeze.

“Don’t take it personally, sweetheart. I’m just not in the mood to be dropped off and left for dead outside of an emergency room front entrance. Drug-induced seizures don’t go with this outfit, and I’d rather not take the risk. You understand.”

Chanel turns on her heel, and I watch the soft arrogant globes of her ass sway toward the elevators. “Room 806,” she tosses over her shoulder.

We watch her walk to the elevator bank, step inside the parting doors, and turn—her Cheshire grin flaring just before the gates close.
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“I don’t think I can do this.” I’m still shaking my head. I haven’t stopped since we left Stein. I ache for Mom’s urn, a weight in my hands I’m starting to miss. She’s still at the house, still abandoned to her closet.

Wolf and I huddle next to his car’s popped trunk in the parking lot behind Gilcrest Hall, the seediest dorm of Residence Row. A span of towering crepe myrtles surveil the lot’s edge. The early evening dinner rush is bustling, but foot traffic is sparser here—only a few students come and go to their cars.

“What choice do you have?” In the trunk, he scoots a heavy roadside tool kit aside to flip open a false bottom. A trapdoor in a carpeted stage floor. He crowds its contents from view. “You’re not going to find another buyer like Chanel. She’ll buy the whole lot, I promise. You just have to show her what Mona can do.” He closes the trap, holding a single Mona in his hand.

“But what if she asks for proof? What if she tries to shove her fingers up my snatch like some fucked-up virginity test or something?”

“She’s not like that, OK? Trust me.” He shuts the trunk.

“You keep saying that. ‘Trust me. Trust me.’ I don’t even trust myself right now.”

“All the more reason to trust somebody else.” He puts the pill in my hand.

“But you didn’t see what this shit did to me. I jerked off a tenured professor’s fist thinking it was a doorknob. I humped some poor guy’s backpack in a packed lecture hall. They filmed me!”

“Shhh,” he hisses abruptly, eyes drifting two cars down. A coquettish girl wearing Greek letters approaches her vehicle. She smiles and unlocks her door.

I hide Mona in my pocket. “All this guinea-pigging is tapping into our profits,” I rasp.

He nods understandingly. “Whatever we tap into will come out of my cut. My treat.”

“I’m trying to breathe, really I am, but I think I might be freaking out. If we can just go back to my house to grab Mom, o-or maybe go back up to Chanel and explain—”

“Hey, you’re that girl.”

Our necks swivel sideways. The girl two cars down stands stone-still behind her bumper, her facial features expanding when she squeals, “Jesus, it is you!” She jogs over like a fan rushing a celebrity for an autograph. “Girl, I’ve never seen anyone scissor a carpeted staircase before. You’re the girl from this morning, right? Professor Mathis’s class?”

I swipe an urgent glance at Wolf, but he’s already inching toward the tree line of crepes, retreating deeper into their shadows. As if their tops were abloom with cameras, he flips his hood up, concealing his face and hair.

I keep my eyes glued on Wolf like a dog on her trainer. “Y-yeah,” I stammer. “Sorry about that.”

“Don’t be, that shit was awesome! Some people were sayin’ you faked it, but me and my girl were like, ‘No, we were there. That O was legit.’ Oh my god, did you see? You’re trending online!” She whips out her phone. I shoot frantic eyes at Wolf. He tucks his chin, avoiding association.

The video is clearly me but—thankfully—shot from afar. Cackles litter the audio. I watch my feral hands claw at wood paneling, scaling walled surfaces I appear to be licking. Over shaky legs, my pelvis jerks as if it were enchanted with a mind of its own. Oh god.

“Can you, like, report that or something? I need it taken down.”

“Taken down? People need to see this! You’re a legend already.”

Full-body cringe. “Seriously, can we take that down?”

“Were you rolling? Molly? K?” Her eyes are wide. Expectant.

“Something like that.”

She nods, impressed. “I like your style. Hey, can I get your number?” She’s already reaching for her phone. “There’s a band playing at the Outhouse tonight, and I am stupid slutty for the drummer. Seriously, it’s anal or bust. I’d love something to loosen me up. Figuratively, of course. I’ll be discreet. Hell, I’ll pay double!”

Wolf’s shadowed chin lifts toward our conversation, his hood still drawn like a Jedi in waiting. He meets my gaze with a nod, as if encouraging me to use the Force.

Be aloof. They need you more than you need them.

In chem labs, my favorite chemical reactions were always the delayed ones—the ones that made you work for it, that made you wait. There’s a degree of trust that comes with such chemistry, accompanied by a giddy sort of gratitude when the reaction finally begins to bubble. Staring at Wolf, I am fizzing. Dazzled and grateful, with a sudden ease and confidence, as if he Mr. Miyagi’d me for this moment. I know exactly what to do. Wolf wasn’t wasting my time this morning; he was being patient, teaching me patience. Suddenly, I understand: You can’t force a sale; you have to sit back and wait for it to come to you.

Using the Force, I cock my hip and shrug. Feigning indifference, I manage a smolder, though my pulse races. “Yeah, whatever. Though I can’t promise anything. This stuff—it’s pretty rare. My guy may not even have any left.”

“Ah!” she squeals, roping me into a squeezing hug. “Thank you! Tell him there will be a ton of people there tonight, including all my sisters. They’ll definitely buy.” She pulls back. “I’m Jessie, by the way.” She thrusts her phone out, and I input my number into a text, type “Arvy,” and press Send. It feels like signing a photograph. She hasn’t looked at Wolf once, which feels flattering somehow. Her delight is almost catching. “Nice meeting you,” I say.

“I’m just excited we met! Hey, maybe we can hang out sometime. I’m always on the lookout for a fun new friend. Greek life can be exhausting.” She waves, finally acknowledging Wolf near the trees, but only with a split glance. “Bye.”

Wolf flashes a brilliant smile. “Nicely done.”

My phone vibrates. Jessie replying to my text: Hawt video btw [image: ]

I notice another message from Francis Pete: a selfie of him sporting an ecstatic smile with a thumbs-up. Large Marge stands in the background, holding a ginormous bouquet of red roses. She’s smiling.

My chest blooms with pride.

My eyes linger on Marge, recognizing something in her unconvincing smile. Like it’s a temporary thing. I study Francis Pete in the picture—his smile. For some reason, I think of the high I would get when the funk would come to town, and after days spent staring at episodes of The Golden Girls, Mom would finally laugh at one of my jokes. Hearing her laugh at something I said was like winning a trophy. In those moments, it felt like our grief was connected, like a break in her slog rewarded a break in mine.

I think of my own smile, how good I got at faking it when Mom needed it most. Somehow, deception didn’t feel so deceptive when it was for the greater good.

“You know…,” I ponder, Wolf drawing near. “All we really have to do is convince Chanel I took Mona.”

“Convince?”

“I’ll just fake it.”

“Noooo-no-no-no-no-no-no.”

“OK, I may not look it to you, but I’m actually really good at theatre. I played Wendy in Peter Pan.”

“I don’t care if you played Lady Fuckbeth on Broadway, Chanel is no one’s fool.”

“Relax. When Harry Met Sally was my mom’s favorite movie—I’ve seen it like twelve times. I can Meg Ryan the shit out of this thing.”

“Meg Ryan?”

“When Harry Met Sally. The fake orgasm scene. ‘I’ll have what she’s having’? It’s famous.”

“Famous for my grandma.”

“I’ve already had one orgasm in public today, I’m not about to have another one just because you can’t figure out a better way to sell drugs. ‘Fake it till you make it’ is a legitimate strategy. We’re going with that.”

“Arvy, this girl—if you fuck this up, people are going to find out. Chanel will spread that shit like wildfire. We’ll lose buyers. I’ll lose buyers. This will reflect on me.”

“We won’t need other buyers. You’ll see. I’m that good.”

Wolf scratches behind his ear. Like he just got fleas. “I don’t know.”

I clap my hands atop his shoulders. “Trust me.”
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We ride Stein’s elevator to the eighth floor, and I map out my plan to Wolf. Show Chanel the pill, distract her, fake-pop Mona into my mouth, wait a few minutes, then stage a ‘mind-blowing’ orgasm. Wolf’s boots paw the carpet, a jittery shifting I pretend to ignore. The higher we ascend, the queasier he looks. “And you played Wendy in Peter Pan when exactly?”

“Fourth grade. School production. I never made it to opening night. A technicality,” I divulge. “Let’s just say my digestive tract did not agree with my performance. It’s fine, I grew out of it. Stage fright isn’t real.” I rub his back; he’s bent over like he might puke.

The doors part, and I take the lead, counting room numbers until we reach 806. Wolf knocks on the door and joins my side. “Breathe,” I remind him. “Trust.”

He nods, affirming. “If you shit yourself in there, I promise not to tell a soul. I can’t say the same for Chanel.”

He’s so warm, smells so good. Maybe it’s my renewed confidence, but I find myself crowding his length, bumping his hip with mine. I peck his shoulder. “You’re cute when you’re nervous.”

The door swings open. We’re greeted by Chanel’s frown lines. “Took you long enough.”

“We’re parked at Gilcrest,” Wolf says.

Chanel smiles, her sharp eyes directing me. “Come in.”

I take a confident step inside but stop short. Wolf isn’t moving. “I’ll be right out here,” he says plainly.

Wait, what?

“Wow,” Chanel attests. “You really are playing by the rules these days. Rose must be so proud. Say, why don’t you give her a big sloppy kiss for me next time you see her? From one bitch to another.”

Wolf flips her the bird, but his smirk gleams with fondness. “I always did like you, Chanel. Even after you went rogue.”

She curtsies. The door starts to close.

“Excuse me—” I jam the door with my foot, scuttling back out into the hall. I shut the door. “You’re not coming in?”

He recoils, almost sulking. “I told you. It’s complicated.”

“W-what if I need you?”

“I’ll be right out here.” He leans close to whisper, his scruff scratching my cheek. “Remember. She needs you more than you need her.” But the mantra doesn’t sound convincing, not anymore. Suddenly my heart is in my throat, beating to a pulp, and it has nothing to do with how close he is or how good he smells. “Just act like you’ve got a hundred other buyers in your back pocket. My advice? Take the Mona. Don’t chance it.”

Hot breath coats my earlobe, flashing cold when he kisses it and pulls away. Two minutes ago, I was fine. Wolf’s proximity assured my safety, glamoured me with a sense of confidence. A sense of feeling less alone. The thought of doing this without him—

Three girls approach and push past Wolf. Hey, Wolf. Hi, Wolf. They knock on Chanel’s door and are greeted with sprightly hugs and air kisses.

“Um, Chanel?” Wolf inquires. “We assumed this would be a private showing?”

“What’s a show without an audience?” She kicks a massive dictionary-turned-doorstop toward the door, propping it wide open. She tends to her guests.

My eyes bulge. I grip Wolf’s hoodie with all my might and thrust him beneath the doorframe. I get behind his back and push, but he grips the walls of the hallway. No, he mouths over his shoulder. No! NO!

“Arvy?” Chanel calls from inside. “Could we start, please? And leave the dog outside.”

Snickers play at my back when Wolf spins me around. He offers one last sympathetic look, his gaze so gentle and full. Trust, he mouths. He unfurls my fingers from his hoodie.

I take one last mental picture of his downtrodden expression before nudging the dictionary with my foot, surrendering to the room, allowing the door to slide closed and click shut.
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“May I have a glass of water?”

The room reeks of mildew and weed. I can feel my hair absorbing the stench.

Chanel’s room is narrow, all the furniture dressed handsomely and packed against the walls like spectators at a runway show. Black leather jackets, lace bustiers, and pointy boots peek out from an overflowing closet. Red lipsticks and glass-bottled perfumes decorate a squatty laminate dresser, their golden caps clashing with the chipped wood. All the furniture is college-issued except a futon opposite the bed, its plush cushions caked with stains. Kicked to the corner, a huddle of dirty silk underwear waits to be washed.

Sitting shoulder to shoulder on the futon, Girl #1 whispers into the ear of Girl #2 while Girl #3 taps away at her phone like the more secretarial of the three. She types something, laughs, then shows the screen to Girl #2, who laughs louder. Standing near the window, Chanel inspects Mona thoroughly, fingering the tiny tricolor tab like a jeweler classifying a diamond.

Meanwhile, I’m scrambling to think up some savvy entrepreneurial thing to say, but only muster a second “M-may I have a glass of water? Not much of a pill taker.”

She offers the pill back to me. “Sink is by the door. Make it quick, I have a dinner thing to get to.” Like a queen holding court, she turns back to her ladies-in-waiting.

The floor space is crammed. Five bodies might as well be ten. The cracked mirror above the sink reflects what the day has done to me: gray circles round my eyes, a rat’s nest atop my head. Above me, a filthy word scrawled in lipstick tries to label me as something I’m not.

“You know, I heard about you.” I spy Chanel and her guests in the mirror’s reflection—four lionesses settled in their den. “You’re that girl, the one blowing up social media this morning. You humped some guy’s backpack in a math class or some shit, right?”

“Gender Studies,” I grumble.

“That was you?” someone squawks. Behind me, a conversation about me cultivates when they start sleuthing on their phones. Rather than cringe, I take advantage of their distraction.

Specks of makeup residue and dried toothpaste plaster the porcelain sink. I rinse a nearby glass, not knowing if it’s an actual drinking cup or a toothbrush holder. I fill it from the tap, check the mirror, and pretend to swallow the Mona before pocketing it stealthily. I guzzle the water, heaving it back up in my mouth. Yeah, definitely not a drinking glass.

“Goddammit, the video won’t load,” Girl #2 says. Thank you, shitty campus Wi-Fi.

There’s almost nowhere free to sit when I walk back into the heart of the room. There’s only the bed left, Chanel having already taken the one desk chair by the window. I shared a room just like this when I lived at Stein my freshman year. And though I sense Chanel is far beyond her years, a part of me feels superior, knowing that she’s here and I’m not. She’s still in the trenches. I’m on my way out.

Twisting my gaze from Chanel, to the futon, to the bed, I settle for climbing atop the mattress, tucking my limbs close when Chanel introduces me to her devious court.

“Arvy?” Girl #1 scoffs. “What’s your dead name?”

Girl #2 sputters a laugh.

I burrow my fists underneath my knees. “Arvy is short for Harvey.”

“Harvey? Like Weinstein? Harvey fucking Weinstein?” Girl #2 says it like I’m the one who coerced actresses into sex and went to jail.

“You a Sayter girl?” Girl #1 asks.

I sigh, exhausted. “I don’t know what that is.”

All eyebrows shoot up. With one response, I’ve got the room’s attention. “I know.” Chanel smirks, pleased by their gawking. “No wonder he likes her.” Girl #3 urgently types something into her phone.

My shoulders hitch. Never in my life have I felt so accused of being removed from Westheimer. In high school, I went out. I had friends. When they moved off, matriculating elsewhere, I guess I slipped into a little funk of my own. That’s why Mom suggested rooming on campus. She tried to convince me to sign up for clubs, to invest. Guess it was just easier to invest in Mom—to address her funk rather than turn the mirror on my own.

Chanel clicks open a silver-plated cigarette case, revealing a row of long white teeth. Joints. She offers me one, like a canapé on a silver platter. I shake my head. She puts one in her mouth and lights it. “Arvy’s a drug dealer,” she mutters through clenched teeth, her red lipstick staining the paper. Her huntress eyes skim my body. Darts in search of a bull’s-eye. “A new one, though. I can always tell.”

“Molly?” Girl #1 perks up. “Coke? No, no, don’t tell me.” She eyes my shorts. “Ketamine.”

Girl #2 rolls her eyes. “Chanel, I cannot go down another K-hole. Last time I hallucinated that I was getting sleep-banged by my hot stepdad. I can’t risk materializing any more smut inside my Kindle—it’s a dark-fantasy roulette wheel!”

“Oh no,” Chanel carols, busying herself with opening a window. “Our Arvy here is a woman of only the finest taste. Though that remains to be seen.” Swampy air floods the room. She exhales her first drag, her arm dangling low off the windowsill. From this angle, it looks like her hand is on fire.

For the next ten minutes, Girl #3 scrolls her phone while the rest of them prattle on about celebrity cosmetic lines. I try to follow the conversation, but every minute passed breathes new life into my anxiety. I check my phone. Realistically, a metabolic clock would ring in Mona within twenty minutes, maybe more. I study the room. Should I fake it on the bed or the rug? The bed seems too personal, given the light webbing of hairs on the pillow and the pink silicone vibrator peeking out from the duvet. My nerves spike. The rug is small. If I roll too far to the left or right, I risk banging my shoulder into the stockpiled dresser or getting my fingers tangled in dirty underwear.

“Did you hear me?” someone says. All four girls are staring at me, their necks cocked. Shit, what did I miss? What did they say?

A pregnant silence squats between us.

“I used to live here,” I blurt out, my social contribution hitting the round table like a wooden stick among broadswords. Silence. Girl #3 pops her thumbs.

Girl #1 points to the rug. “Here? In this room?”

“No, just here. At Stein.”

“And you don’t know Wolf?” Chanel furrows her brow, extinguishing the last of her joint beneath her shoe.

“I was only here my first semester. Four years ago.”

Chanel’s gaze narrows on something far away, like she’s doing math in her head. “That makes sense. Rose only started recruiting from Stein two years ago, which might explain why you don’t know what Sayter is. Or who Wolf is, for that matter.”

“Rose,” I confirm. “Is that Wolf’s boss?”

“More or less,” Chanel says evenly.

“How did you and Wolf meet?”

“First week of freshman year.” She turns to the girls, a note of pride in her voice. “I was his first pluck of the season.” I wait for her to elaborate, but nothing.

“Are you close?”

“We were that one night.” She winks, and my stomach turns, a wash of envy heating my face. “To be fair, he was plastered, and I was in a dry spell. This was before Imogen, of course.” She says the last bit like I know Imogen, or at least who she is to Wolf, like there’s some secret only we know because we know Wolf. All this cryptic talk of Sayter and Stein has me wondering if Wolf’s popularity is somehow tied to a golden ticket of some sort.

“OK, for real,” I nudge firmly, channeling nerves into questions that could buy me more time. “What’s Sayter?”

“A house,” she says, bored. Her red nails scrape a sticker stuck to her desk.

“Like a sorority house?”

She considers my diagnosis. “Kind of. It’s like an incubator for strong-minded women.”

“Like aspiring CEOs and stuff?”

“Eh…” She looks away, unsatisfied. “Sort of.”

“It’s more spiritual than that,” Girl #1 gushes. “It’s more about breeding a certain type of woman. Unleashing her on the world.”

“You know that movie Suspiria?” Girl #2 says. “It’s like that.”

Girl #1 rolls her eyes. “That movie was about witches. Sayter girls aren’t witches. They’re like… vestal virgins, but not lame.”

“What’s a vestal virgin?” Girl #2 says.

“Oh my god, Casey, read a book.” She whips out her phone. “I’m texting you a YouTube video.”

Chanel settles the discourse. “Sayter is a bullshit excuse for a bunch of girls to rub up on each other and call themselves new wave feminists.”

“No joke,” Girl #2 says, “there’s been like two entire waves in the last twenty years. Like, how many waves do we need before it’s like, OK stop waving at me?”

“What do you get out of it?” I ask.

Chanel narrows her eyes. “What do you mean?”

“In sororities, you get a network of sisters, something that helps after college. What do you get out of being a Sayter girl?”

Chanel glowers, mildly disgusted. “You get you.”

“But you in your truest, most primal form,” Girl #1 adds quickly, obviously the more endorsing of the three. “Sayter is about counterprogramming, pushing sorority life to the extreme. It’s about reshaping womanhood in a radical new way, treating it like a sacred order. Rose isn’t just grooming young women, she’s turning them into forces of fucking nature. She’s the mother you never had.”

A mother.

“Sayter is why everyone’s so sweet on Wolf,” Girl #3 says, as if sensing why I asked in the first place.

“What does he have to do with it?” I ask.

They all smile, seemingly entertained by their own knowing—an awkward silence passing between them, like a forbidden fruit they’ve all shared and tasted. Chanel snickers. “Let’s just say feminism does not come without its own ironies.” She goes back to peeling at the sticker on the desk.

“Hypocrisy is more like it,” Girl #2 adds.

“Wolf is a recruiter,” Chanel tells me, locking eyes directly. “You know, like a talent scout. You can’t apply to Sayter; you have to get invited, and you can’t get invited without capturing the attention of a recruiter. Most have managed to stay under the radar, incognito, but—”

“But Wolf couldn’t be incognito if he tried,” Girl #1 says. “That boy is foine.”

Jesus. I had no idea Wolf was so… involved.

Chanel checks her phone. Immediately, her hawk eyes dart up to mine, dark pupils aglare. Tick, tock, tick, tock—

Fuck fuck fuck—

“Chanel used to live at Sayter,” Girl #1 slips out.

“Yeah, before Rose kicked her out,” Girl #2 adds, cueing a likewise glee from her snickering friends. “Tell us again, Chanel, was it the persistent drug dealing or the broken vow of celibacy that got you canned?”

“Enough!” Chanel rips off the sticker in one swift yank. “I’m bored. Let’s play a game.” She cocks a brow at me. “Figure it’s taking this long, we might as well squeeze in some fun, eh?” She turns to Girl #1. “Sadie, truth or dare?”

They proceed to play, shelling out truths that leave me shaking on the bed. Sadie admits to offering Wolf a two-hour rim job in exchange for one semester at Sayter: “Just ’cause he didn’t take the bait, doesn’t mean he didn’t want it.” The harmonious foursome riff on Sadie’s failed bribe, rattling each other’s cages like demons at dinner—a lewd, animated battle of sharp tongues and spiked wits. Girl #2 pantomimes gagging on an invisible cock while Girl #3 grinds the cushion beneath them.

“Gimme that Sayter interview, big boy. Ah! Give it to me! AH!”

“Chanel knows that move, don’t you, Chanel?”

“All too well.”

“Don’t forget to swallow. I hear he prefers it.”

“Arvy!” Sadie barks before the cackles die down. Girl #2 braids her hair. “Truth or dare?”

I look at Chanel, debating which laborious hike would be least humiliating: truth, dare, or fake an orgasm. “Truth?”

“No,” Chanel jabs, shoving a red fingernail at my face. “We don’t know you. You could be a compulsive liar for all we know, and that’s not fair. Dare.”

“Oh my god, make her flash Blind Susan in 801.”

“No, make her lick one of our pussies. Better yet, make her choose.”

“Choose wisely, though. Those who don’t get picked tend to get offended and seek revenge.”

Their snickers tilt the room, spiking my pulse even further. Chanel’s Cheshire Cat grin stretches, toothy and full, her piercing eyes boring into mine. My pulse pounds. I’m out of time, and she knows it. Suddenly I wholeheartedly understand Wolf’s warning: Chanel is no one’s fool. I can’t fake Mona. I can’t.

They say in combat, soldiers remain calm using a technique called box breathing, to essentially self-hyperventilate the brain into a euphoric state. Cackles mount, filling the room. Mom’s voice in the back of my mind is just audible enough to make out. I can see her sitting in her closet, nestled within her urn’s yurt, coolly lounging against the curved ceramic walls of its interior. The way I see it, you have three choices. One, you can bolt out that door, race down the stairwell, and hope Wolf isn’t too far behind.

I side-eye the door. Is he still waiting in the hallway? Can he hear them laughing?

Two, you can flash Blind Susan in 801 or lick one of four vaginas.

Yeah, but what if I suck at giving girl-head? Talk about stacking humiliation on top of humiliation. What then?

Or three, you can stop stalling, grow a pair of steel tits, and give yourself a mind-blowing “I’ll have what she’s having” orgasm all on your own. Your choice.

Locking eyes with Chanel, I inflate my chest, pumping myself up like a blow-up doll, feeling all the leaks I didn’t know I had. I take a deep breath. And another. And another—

Chanel creeps closer, crouching low beside the bed like she’s scooching down for a front-row seat. I close my eyes, leaden lungs bearing down on my heart. Oh god, oh god—

I lie back on the bed and start Kegeling. I Kegel and breathe. Kegel and breathe.

“Ummm, Chanel?” someone says.

“Shhh!” she snaps.

Deeper and deeper I send my breath to my core, imagining the muscle as something expansive and adaptable—a pulsing pressure I can turn on and off. I’ve studied biochemistry long enough to know that an orgasm is just alchemy. When put in an MRI machine, the parts of the brain that light up during orgasm are the same parts that light up when fantasizing or watching porn—the brain can’t tell the difference. If the brain is a sex organ, in theory, I can essentially jerk myself off mentally before arousal intoxicates me to the point of touching myself. I can’t simulate Mona. But if I can mindfuck a fantasy hard enough…

My thoughts race. Voices and images edge my focus—the money, the Mona, Large Marge’s roses, Mom’s tree. I tense my brow, clamping down on the one image that I know will get me where I need to go.

Palm-sweaty, I skate my hands across Chanel’s duvet, fantasizing Wolf’s charcoal hoodie laid out underneath me. I summon a location I’ve only seen in movies—the farthest reality I can imagine from my own. I stroke wet grass. Wriggle my hips. I breathe deep, rallying a stiff inner breeze that kisses my nipples from inside my breasts. I smear a hand down my cheek; Wolf’s long, elegant fingers ravish my neck, caging my throat—

“Is she OK?” Girl #3’s voice momentarily breaks the spell, but I snatch it back. Wolf is spreading my legs, caressing my throat with one hand and unfastening my shorts with the other. He dips two fingers in my mouth.

“Oh my god, is she—”

“Ah!” I cry, drowning out voices the best way I know how—to be louder. To be obnoxious. I fill my ears with shallow whimpers and heated sighs, trying to simulate Mona’s symptoms. But trying only sharpens my awareness of the room. I need the room gone.

I roll onto my belly. I bury my face in Chanel’s pillow so hard I cap off my mouth, hips digging into the mattress. I smell Wolf’s oily, unruly hair. I squeeze my legs closed, smothering my sex between my thighs, finding friction that inspires the bead between them. Finally—finally—a familiar carnal tension blooms inside me, and I start rocking like hell against it… in my mind.

Someone tries to pull the pillow out from beneath my face, but I bite the fabric and swat their hand away, my fists fastening the cushion snug against my mouth and ears. Roving hips grind, swirling the friction that sears my core, chasing the tickle in my clit. It finds the hard ridge of my shorts’ inseam, and I imagine all of Wolf’s weight on top of me, pushing me into that ridge, wedging it just right between my taut, tight, soaked—

“Oh god—” I murmur, my hot breath moistening the fabric.

I feel the mattress dip, and a touch of body heat meets my arm. I jolt, kicking at the intrusion. Someone sputters a laugh.

I moan louder, desperate to drown out the sound of a camera phone snapping a pic. Panic shuffles the dream, but I will myself into the sensation of Wolf’s fingers inside me, stretching me. Rousing pressure envelopes my clit. I moan louder, upstaging all distractions. Focus struggles to stay in sync with the dream, but I hone in on Wolf fucking me from behind, his gentle rasp telling me to fuck him back. And I do—hard—riding the mental arousal until my body can’t take it anymore.

With boorish determination, I drag the pillow down and straddle its belly. I grind the pillow like twelve thousand dollars is at the end of this fucked-up rainbow, and I’m the leprechaun that’s cashing in. I hike up one knee. Plant a foot on the bed. I churn my hips, kneading myself in tight circles, stirring a cauldron of concentrate. A recipe for Fuck. I shoot my hand out and grip the edge of the bed frame, squeezing the beveled lip. “Mmph—” I feel the finish line nearing. I’m close—I’m almost there!

I no longer imagine Wolf, but a day without problems, without cars, without exams, without Mom, without—oh god, without—

My back arches, the aperture of my chest cracking open. A mouse’s squeak escapes me at the same time my stomach hollows out, euphoria flooding me from neck to clit. I come with a shudder, my orgasm milking me to a full collapse. It throws me out to sea and washes me back to shore. I pant, deflated. An aftershow of tiny spasms and meek mews.

Lying face down, I decimate to a liquid only science could understand.

I sigh. I did it. I did it…

Gasp! My breath hitches. This morning, I lost consciousness after Mona’s completion—I forgot to black out.

Quick to act, I play possum; I roll my eyes back, go limp, and slide off the bed like a sack of potatoes. FLOP. The way I land is less than desirable—one arm shoved beneath my back, and my knee screams from having hit the metal frame hard on the way down. Hold it. Hold it—

Deafening silence lingers above me. A swampy breeze flies through the open window—it kisses my ankle. In the distance, an ambulance wails.

“That’s it?” someone pips dryly.

Footfalls near my rib cage cue my consciousness. I pretend to look drugged. Confused. When I crack open an eye, Chanel is standing over me like a ladder straddling my chest. Hands on her hips. Nostrils flared. If she were wearing a skirt, I’d see everything.

“I’ll pass.”

“W-what?”

“I know a fake orgasm when I see one. Trust me, I’ve had years of experience in high school to justify.” She steps over me. I scramble to my feet, but she’s already striding across the room. “No, wait! Chanel—please.” She swings open the door. Wolf is crouching on the ground like he’s been straining to listen or see through the bottom crack. I’m still scrambling when Chanel sighs loud.

“Sorry, lover. I don’t buy performance art. Find another sucker to fatten your wallet.”
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Wolf storms out of Stein with me at his heels. Stiff muscles strain to keep up with his lengthy stride. “Wolf, wait—”

“Of all the girls in history to fake an orgasm, I find the one who can’t do it.”

“This isn’t my fault,” I caw at his back. Residence Row is clearing out, students heading indoors for early pregame. Evening commuter buses on the move. “She was your client—your know-how. You put me on the spot!”

“And YOU just put my reputation in the toilet.” He whips around so fast, I ram into his chest. “I meant it when I said I’ve worked hard to gain and maintain people’s trust. Buyers are fickle, Arvy. They spook easy.” He points a finger over my shoulder. “You think those girls up there aren’t going to talk? Bullshit! I wouldn’t be surprised if the whole goddamn campus knows what just went down. I look like a fuckin’ fool.”

My insides blaze. “YOU?”

“New plan.” He busies himself, grabbing his phone and car keys from his pocket. “We need to get in front of this shit, quick and dirty. We can’t afford the whole town finding out you suck at faking orgasms.”

“For the hundredth time: I. Didn’t. Fake it. It’s not my fault your bougie friend can’t tell a real orgasm from a fake one. If you credit yourself such an expert, maybe you should have been in that room. Fed yourself to the lions.”

He waves me off. “We need a short-term loan, something to protect us in case this shit goes south. Insurance. Come on, she’s probably at work by now.”

I furrow my brow. “Who?”
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Though I pretend not to be embarrassed, I’m embarrassed. Failure is not something I handle gracefully, and riding alongside Wolf only stokes embers of self-loathing. I have no car, no sales game, social media has hijacked my dignity, and I’m still wearing these fucking shorts that reek of sex. It doesn’t help that I’ve started to worry about Mom. I abandoned her to her closet all afternoon. She’s just sitting there. Stranded. Alone. What if she’s mad at me? I can’t hear her voice.

I shift my hips, trying to pass off unease as mild anger. I tug down on my shorts like they’re the problem. Adjust the AC vents like heat is the problem. I give Wolf the stank-eye—he’s the problem. Our calcified silence magnifies every hum, every squirm, every sniffle in the car’s cabin. I refuse to admit I fucked up!

But silence only triggers thoughts of Mom. I picture her in her urn, curled up on her side, her back turned. I try to talk to her, but she’s in one of her quiet funks. She won’t respond to me, and I don’t know what I did wrong.

A tight, gummy knot corks my throat.

Wolf pulls into the parking lot of the Puka Shell, a weathered shanty on the edge of town. I’ve spied it many times from the passenger seat of Mom’s Caddy. “Now that’s the place to be,” she’d say, pointing. Growing up, I didn’t understand its exclusive nature, but I sensed its secret—gay bars in small towns have a way of feeling sanctioned yet removed. In Westheimer, the Puka Shell was an antique in a novelty museum: Look, but don’t touch.

“Lesbians.” I gasp. Mean girls—not my forte. But lesbians, I have experience. Mom was bisexual during my entire junior year of high school, and for a year I studied her revolving door of lesbian lovers, each one different but with the same quick exit.

If there’s one thing I learned that year, it is that older lesbians love mythology.

And Mona is a fucking unicorn.

“Wolf, you’re a genius.” I skitter out of the car, all lingering resentments blasted from my body faster than potassium in water. In the front window, a crooked neon OPEN sign is lit but not yet aglow. The day isn’t ready to give up. The sun has yet to set, and a gentle purple haze shades the sky.

The driver’s side door slams behind me. I turn.

Wolf inspects his tousled hair in the rearview mirror, though it seems more out of dread than vanity. “Now, look—” He strides past me toward the entrance, eyes and thumbs glued to his phone. “I have a contact here whose approval means a lot to me, so just be cool and stay quiet. She might agree to spot us a loan to buy some time, but we can’t go busting in acting all stupid. This place does not take kindly to the college crowd.” He halts, having just noticed my absence at his side. He turns around.

Ogling Wolf in daylight is one thing, but in the evening, his handsomeness sings new lyrics, elusive enough to stall me out where I stand. His charcoal hoodie—almost auburn in the sun’s haze—hugs his broad shoulders like a second skin. A spear of orange light kisses his sharp jawbone and seven-o’clock shadow.

“What?” he says evenly.

A lump reclaims my throat. “You’re so—pretty.”

He chuckles, reaching for a collapsed cigarette pack in his front pocket. “Finally. A compliment.”

“Not a compliment, just an observation.”

He lights a cigarette, and I watch him closely as he inhales a deep, satisfying drag. His supple lips contort, blowing a smoke dart sidelong. “What? I’m not pretty anymore?”

“Smoking is gross.”

“She’s judgy,” he grumbles, lifting the cig to his lips. “What a surprise.”

“I’m not judgy—your body, your choice. Just don’t expect anyone to kiss you after smoking that.”

“Thought about it, have you?” A sheepish frown overtakes his face. He peers toward the entrance. “I smoke when I’m stressed.” He stares at the door like a soldier awaiting battle. Takes another drag. “Just gimme a minute.”

It’s fascinating to watch someone so beautiful stay beautiful even under pressure. I try to imagine Wolf consumed by any emotion that might shake off his good looks—jealousy, rage, depression, embarrassment. I’m cute, but I’m no model for emotion. I snot-cry when I’m mad. Swell purple when I’m envious. Sometimes I fear my sex appeal is buried so deep, a boy would sooner lose interest than consider a sexy Arvy underneath. Are all hot guys born this chill, this confident? Or is it a costume sewn over time?

An idea pops into my head. “Take off your hoodie.”

“You cold?” He shrugs out of his jacket, biting down on his cigarette.

“Pop the trunk and grab the fanny pack. Quick, quick!”

Wolf pops the trunk, and I rifle through his back seat in search of—something. Beneath the seat, I find some random girl’s alligator hair clip. Perfect!

“The hell are you doing?” he mutters. I spin around, snatching the hoodie and fanny pack from his hands. I skitter toward a nearby dumpster, a stage actress rushing offstage in a quick change. “Come on!” I hiss, beckoning him to follow.

Reluctant footfalls jog behind me. “What are we doing?”

“Stand guard and face the parking lot. Don’t look.” I position his back like it’s a dressing room door. Behind the dumpster, I whip off my shirt, the evening breeze greeting my breasts and perking up my nipples. Knees kissing, I wiggle out of my shorts.

“What—are you changing?” he says, nearly turning, but I fling my shirt at his face, slinging my clothes over his broad shoulder. I hand him my shorts and phone.

“I have to look the part. Don’t turn around.” I thread my arms through his hoodie, zipping the oversize garment up to my neck. Fuck, he smells good.

“Can I look?”

I grimace; the hoodie falls just above mid-thigh, too baggy and nowhere near the cute hoodie dress I envisioned. “I need your help. Here. Take this gator clip and reach underneath the hoodie along my back. Gather the fabric at my waist and sort of, like, pinch it. Like you’re making a dart.” I turn around, hearing the crunch of gravel as Wolf turns too. There’s a faint sigh, descending, as he lowers himself to his knees behind me, and I feel the ghostly kiss of his breath on the back of my bare thighs.

“A dart?”

“A dart in a dress. Just clip it so the hoodie cinches my waist. Don’t look at my ass—”

“Too late.” His tone is gruff, muffled behind the cigarette clenched between his teeth. Soft knuckles brush the curve of my spine. I arch.

“Clamp it tight. Is it tight?”

“The words ‘ass’ and ‘tight’ have got me all scrambled. What are you asking?”

“If I’m going up against lesbians, I need a sexier outfit.”

“This is sexy?”

“Your looks help you in the sales department. I need to apply the same tactics.” I fasten the fanny pack around my waist, cinching the belt so that the hem rides up the backs of my thighs. I tease my ponytail and turn to face Wolf. “Are we close?”

“Closer to what?” he says from his knees, his cigarette reduced to a near stub.

“Desirable. You know, for the ladies. Do I look pretty?”

“You are pretty.”

It takes every muscle in my face not to smile. “But do I look sexy?”

He stands, evaluating my work with a critic’s eye, angling his head side to side. In one fell swoop, he plucks the zipper foot at my neck and rakes it down my sternum. Gasp!

“You do now.”

I whip the panels closed. “I’m not wearing a bra!”

“Think I hadn’t noticed?” He nudges my hands away, then snaps a photo on my phone and flips the screen around for my approval. Hmm, not bad.

“This is probably a good time to tell you that this”—he addresses my costume—“is completely unnecessary. We’re just here to call in a favor.”

“One should always be prepared,” I chirp with a stiff nod. I stuff my phone in the hoodie’s pocket. Wolf flicks his cigarette to the asphalt’s edge. “Uck, you would litter.” I pluck the stub from a patch of wet grass and fling it into the dumpster, snatching my shirt and shorts from Wolf’s shoulder to toss into the car. “I’m buying you gum.”

“So we can smooch?” he jests from afar.

Inside the Puka Shell, a desolate world of tiny Christmas lights strung in overhead rows twinkles before us. High-top tables and scattered stools freckle the open floor plan. Broken chairs lie on their sides. Most tables hug the far wall, like someone pushed them aside to create a small dance floor. Beneath our feet, orange-and-white-checkered linoleum peels up from the concrete like it’s trying to tell me something. To my left, a thick mahogany bar spans the entire room, polished to a shine.

Two patrons sit at the bar, preoccupied with cigarettes. Behind the cash register a frail, hunched senior citizen folds a small cardboard box with the agility of a turtle before tossing it into a pile of many. Her silver Afro gleams blue under the twinkle lights.

“Hey, Bea,” Wolf says, drawing her eyes immediately. “She busy?”

Bea reaches for another empty box. “When is she not busy?” She shoots her thumb toward a squatty archway, its brick frame guarding a long dark hallway; a cavern at the bar’s end. “Office.”

Wolf leans toward me. “Stay here. And please, don’t do anything.”

I roll my eyes and watch him veer off beneath the archway, the lights of an old-fashioned neon jukebox scanning his body. He halts to tap something into the keypad, grinning back at Bea when Taylor Swift’s “Bad Blood” fills the room.

Bea chuckles. Shakes her head. “Gonna take more than a song to soften her up today.”

“Just letting her know I’m here.” His eyes catch on something behind the bar. “Is that Gen’s purse?”

“She’s doing payroll. She’s back there, too.”

He nibbles his cheek. Hesitant, he passes through the archway.

Twiddling with my hemline, I’m not sure what to do with myself. Aromatics of lemon Pine-Sol and cigarette ash circle my nose—a familiar scent that summons a spell of memory. Mom didn’t smoke, but she often burned things around the house, some by accident, some not. For three consecutive years, every Christmas Eve, she’d ask guests to write their goals on slips of watercolor paper before tying them to our tree, its sticky fir branches prematurely stripped naked of their ornaments. The next morning she’d lay the tree out in the backyard, douse the branches in sugar, and set it ablaze.

Growing up, I felt stupid for not understanding her strange rituals. She said the annual tree burning was an act of liberation—the fire eating away our goals, symbolizing a sort of permission to fail. To be free of such hope and expectation, as if hope were a burden.

I remember these rituals, and then I feel guilty for remembering them. Like she might prefer I don’t. Like it wasn’t her, but the funk that made her do it.

“Love your fanny pack.” The deep, feminine rasp steels my spine. At the bar, the two aging barflies stare at me, their slack bodies equal in weight but with different proportions. I think of those shows where one sidekick is short and chubby, the other a tall torso with eyes. That’s who is staring at me. A derelict Mario and Luigi, but female. With eye bags.

Sidling up to the bar, I sit next to the closest woman, the Mario, though she’s more idle gnome than Mario, stout and apple-cheeked. A cozy red sweater hugs a soft tire belly guarding two widespread thighs. Her dainty feet dangle off the ground in red ballet flats, their soles peeling at the heel. Her sodden smile is pinched but inviting.

“Thanks.” Wolf’s sales advice comes to mind: When in doubt, be aloof. I drop one shoulder and cock my hip. Gaze smugly at the napkin dispenser. I rifle up something to say, but an attempt to be witty only flings me into flimsy cliché. “Um—h-how ’bout you buy me a drink?”

“Honey, are you even old enough to be in this bar?”

“Or gay enough?” The tall one snickers, and the other woman joins in. Her eyes twinkle mischievously. Or maybe that’s what cataracts look like, I’m not sure.

Mario elbows her friend. “She’s just fucking with you,” she says to me, “I’m Adele. This is Betty Mayo.” Betty Mayo sips her beer.

I shake Adele’s hand like I’ve won something, but quickly whip myself back into character. “Hello.” I recline sideways and melt into the bar, but the beveled edge digs into my rib cage. I squirm to a slouch. “So. You two come here often? It’s my first time.”

“You don’t say,” Adele says dryly, taking a swig from her pint glass. “What do you want to drink, honey?”

“I’ll have what you’re having.” I try to wink but end up just closing both eyes.

Adele waves over Bea, who oddly enough looks like the little old mom in the all-black reboot of The Golden Girls, another detail that triggers memories of Mom. She loved that show, even the reboot. “Another round, Bea,” Adele says. “And one for our friend here, whose name is…”

A name? Fuck. A name, a name—“B-Blanche.”

“Blanche?” Betty Mayo blurts.

FUCK. “I—I, uh—The Golden Girls. My mom—” I nod, feigning pride. “Big fan.”

“You don’t say,” Adele utters evenly.

Bea slides three dark beers across the bar. Adele pushes one toward me. “Cheers, Blanche.” We clink glasses, and I try to hold eye contact, even after my face sours, curdling inward when the beer hits my tongue. “Thank you,” I croak.

Adele sighs. “Bea, can we get a strawberry daiquiri for—” She levels her gaze at me.

“Arvy.” I push the beer back toward Adele, and she nods. “Arvy,” she confirms.

I dab my lips with a wet bar napkin, feeling a bit awkward. A bit bruised. “Sorry I lied. I’m very nervous right now.”

“Lesbians make you nervous?”

I shake my head, folding the napkin inside my lap. “My mom used to date this woman named Rita. For the first month she lived with us, it was a constant battle of egos. We didn’t get along—we were practically the same person. Mom insisted Rita and I go to couples counseling, which was really confusing for the therapist.” I fold the napkin like a bath towel, placing it squarely atop the bar. “She died last month. My mom, not the therapist.”

Adele peers over her glass. “Your mom was a lesbian?”

“No, just really neurotic about sexual politics. I think she just wanted to prove she could eat a woman out and enjoy it if she tried.”

Adele and Betty Mayo burst into uproarious laughter, so mighty it cracks a wall I didn’t know was inside me. I chuckle lightly, not exactly sure if I’m allowed. I wasn’t trying to be funny. Adele slaps my leg, and though it stings like hell, the swat feels like a gold star sticker on my college admissions essay—the one I wrote about me and Rita sitting in therapy.

“Wait.” Betty Mayo squints, a look of recognition drawing lines across her forehead. “You’re Doris Keening’s kid.”

Behind the bar, a daiquiri blender pulverizes ice, but I swear the shrill comes from my heart, my ears having forgotten what Mom’s name sounds like when said aloud. “You know my mom?”

“Yeah. Well, knew,” she says meekly. I’m still not used to talking about Mom in the past tense, so hearing someone else do it feels like a shank to the stomach.

“We’re sorry for your loss,” she says, reaching over to pat my hand. “She was a real nice lady, your mom. Used to come in here from time to time. Bit of a poser, but still—nice lady.”

“We were at the memorial,” Adele adds solemnly.

Embarrassment floods me. “Sorry. I didn’t—I don’t remember… I was kind of out of it.” Bea shuffles over and sets a daiquiri in front of me. “Thank you.” I take a hefty swig even before her hand leaves the goblet, the fruity tang soothing the sour parts of my mind. It tastes like a Popsicle. “Thank you,” I tell them. “For going to the memorial.”

Betty Mayo nibbles a flake of skin askew her lip. She bunches her hands atop the bar, like a woman eager to pry. Or maybe pray, I don’t know. “Such a tragedy. You know, they wouldn’t tell us exactly what happened. There were rumors. D-did she—” Adele’s hand caps off Betty’s wringing ones before she can finish. As if to say No. As if to say Not here. Their eyes drop to the bar.

“It’s OK.” But my consent sounds flimsy. I say it again for good measure, but still, they avoid my eyes in the same downcast way the cops did when they plucked me from class that day. They reported it as an accident. Said Mom must have lost control of the car or fallen asleep or maybe swerved to avoid a doe in the road. They didn’t ask about the funk—they didn’t know, and I didn’t want them to. But the allure of another person wanting to know, someone who knew her, who thought she was a “nice lady”—

If I whisper what I suspect Mom did, will Mom hear me? Will she think I’m ratting her out?

“It was an accident,” I affirm, swallowing any temptation to say otherwise. I take a sip of my daiquiri. I take another. Several, actually.

Silence hangs in the balance between pity and respect. What’s taking Wolf so long? I look for Bea behind the bar, but she’s disappeared to the back, and for a second I worry she’s gone to tell Wolf I’m bumming the regulars out. But that worry fades when Adele raises her beer.

“A toast,” she casts. “To Doris. For proving that anyone can enjoy it if they try.”

“To Doris.” The vocal harmony repairs something inside me, piecing back together what’s been broken with every clink. Clink clink. Eagerly, I clink glasses again, and they seem to chuckle at my newfound delight in percussive toasting.

“So!” Adele throws her fist down on the bar. “What brings you in today? Saw you come in with Wolf. You dating?”

“No.” I wave her off.

“Fucking?”

“No. But I look forward to his application.”

“So, what are you doing?”

I take a drink and check my peripherals, my vision suddenly a little hazy and slushy. Depth perception on a slight delay. I summon my audience closer, cupping my hand to my mouth. “I’m entrepreneuring.” I point to my fanny pack. “Shhhhh. Don’t tell.”

“What are you peddling?” Betty Mayo asks. “Nuggets? Pellets? Sleet?”

“Oh”—I chuckle nervously—“I don’t have the lingo yet, but I do have something special. New to the market, in fact. Brand-new.”

“Mmmm.” Adele grimaces. “‘New’ sounds dangerous.”

“Yeah, ‘new’ sounds like a one-way ticket to St. Paul’s Cemetery, and we don’t have a plot yet. Adele’s HRT bled our savings.” Adele whips her head sidelong and scowls. She elbows Betty, and for a good minute they rehash medical histories and bicker over who has endured more trauma in menopause.

“In my experience,” I cut in, “the product is safe, effective, and completely mind-blowing. It’s called—” I wiggle fingers like they’re made of fairy dust. “MOH-nah.”

“MOH-nah?”

“MOH-nah. Designed by women, for women.”

“What’s it do?”

“It’s hard to put into words exactly, but basically—it makes you come.”

Adele’s brows jump. “Really?”

“Oh yeah.” I nod smugly. “And not just any ‘come.’ The King Kong of ‘come.’ A hurricane of ‘come.’ The second coming of bejesus kind of ‘come.’” I don’t disclose the projectile vomiting and initial waves of doom and dread—surely Mona affects everyone differently. I hope.

“I don’t know,” Betty Mayo groans. “I’ve got two hands. I could come right now if I tried.”

Adele rolls her eyes. “Don’t encourage her, Arvy. She’s arthritic.”

“But I’ve always wanted to try ecstasy!” Betty’s eyes spark as if envisioning a wondrous magic. “Do you have any of that?”

“Think of Mona as a more innovative version of ecstasy. For instance, you know how mRNA vaccines are designed to tell the body how to make microbial protein rather than traditional vaccines that only—”

Betty Mayo’s eyes gloss over, and Adele frowns like she’s attempting calculus in her head.

“You know what—who needs science, right? Ecstasy is a hamburger patty. Mona is filet mignon. And ladies, she is rare.” I remove a single pill from my fanny pack, allowing the women to hold it and prod. “Depending on your system, the drug takes effect within twenty to forty minutes after swallowing. The result? Full. Body. Orgasm.”

“Noooo,” Adele says.

I nod, my mouth dilating wide. Oof. That daiquiri is really kicking in.

“No!” she says.

I nod harder, taking the pill back before she steals it.

“Ah! Do you have any idea how long it has been since I’ve had a decent orgasm? No offense, Bets. Nothing you don’t already know. Menopause,” she says to me. “I tell ya, Arvy, it robs you of your body’s natural pleasures, just robs you. And we have tried everything. Herbal supplements. Topical testosterone. Cialis. Straight porn—”

“A hardship,” I confirm, shaking my head in solidarity. Something I picked up on in therapy. Acknowledge the betrayal, empower the victim. “You deserve pleasure, Adele. You both do. Why do you think I came over here in the first place? I know a sexually progressive person when I see one.” I hear Mom’s voice emerge—finally. Flattery will get you everywhere, my darling. My heart swells.

“It’s rare, you say?” Betty Mayo adds, a slight dubious edge in her tone. “How rare?”

“Ladies.” I stick the landing. “It’s practically mythical.”

“We’ll take two.” She bursts from her seat, bobbing up and down in a fit of giggles alongside Adele doing the same. They hug, and I clap, kind of hoping for a hug, too.

“How much, again?” Adele says, diving down to fetch her purse.

“One twenty.”

“Holy shit.” Adele pops upright. “For two?”

I stumble, offering a sympathetic smile. “Understand, the chances of coming across this substance again are extremely slim, at least from what I suspect. In fact, you may want to stock up. My supply is limited. Once it’s gone—it’s gone.” My advice sounds so confident, I find myself believing it. Because I do. I really do.

“You’re positive it’s good?” Betty Mayo clutches her wallet like it can’t take another hit. “For sixty each, it better be fuckin’ good.”

I pause. That look on her face—the look of hope and fear of hoping. It hits my heart.

But not enough to falter me.

“I swear on my mother’s good name. Mona is going to change lives.”

They turn to each other with a nod. “You Venmo?” Adele pips.

“Cash preferred.” I point to the ATM in the corner.
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Sidled up to a high-top table near the wall, I rest my chin atop my fist, listening to Adele and Betty Mayo trade stories about my mom as they order more drinks at the bar. I don’t know what’s got me smiling more—their off-color quips or the promise of a second daiquiri.

Tempered footfalls echo from the end of the bar. Wolf walks out under the cavernous archway, head down like he’s on his phone as usual. But his hands are resigned to his pockets.

I rush to his side, tonguing my fangs like a giddy new snake. “I made a sale!” I hiss.

“Good for you.” But the praise is lukewarm at best, nowhere near the validation I fantasized of.

“You don’t understand. I didn’t just make a sale, I fuckin’ rocked it. I started out all performative and nervous, but once I relaxed into it—I dunno, something just clicked. I wasn’t aloof, wasn’t snarky, wasn’t at all my usual self—”

“That’s great, Arvy, really.” He seems… sapped. He unwraps a mint at the bar. Pops it in his mouth, his smile not quite meeting his eyes.

“We gotta go,” he says.

“Go?” But he’s already steering me toward the door. “We can’t leave now—Adele just ordered another round. We’re celebrating.”

“There’s nothing to celebrate. I tried to get us a short-term loan and I failed. Back to zero.” We’re almost to the door.

I spin on his chest. “One drink. Please? For me? For you! You look like you could use one.”

He side-eyes the bar with a groan. “I really don’t feel comfortable—” A small smirk graces his face. “That’s not gonna do anything, you know.” I’m wriggling my chest against his, drawing a bigger grin from him. I love that smile, though it fades quickly.

I squeeze him, drawing his heart closer to mine. “Just one?”

He looks around, appearing only a little less dreadsome. “One.”

Yessss. I tug him back to the bar. “Bartender? Bea? A shot of tequila—uuh, on his dime.” Wolf unfolds his wallet.

“Just something cheap, Bea, thanks.” He stuffs two bills into a glass tip jar.

“God, I feel so sexy, so dirty.” I wiggle into a seat near the bar’s end, still buzzed from the high of selling to Adele and Betty Mayo. “I literally just sold an orgasm to a woman. Those two humans are going to get off later because of me. Massive amounts of dopamine and oxytocin released because of me, because of what I sold them.” I steel my body, eyes wide. “I feel like God.”

“Careful, that’s the hubris talking.” Wolf downs the shot Bea places in front of him, then croaks, “All right, let’s go.”

“What, no.” Again, he pushes me toward the exit. The near sight of the door tempers my high—I’m not ready to backslide into the real world just yet. Escape has felt so scarce these last few weeks. Months. Years. “We entertained all your pit stops today. What’s an extra ten minutes for mine? I don’t think you know how good I am. Lesbians love me.”

“Hey, Arvy?” I whip around. Adele waves us over from the back table across the room. Betty Mayo gingerly sets down a fruit-dressed daiquiri and three beers. “You gonna stand there with that dog’s dick in your mouth or are you going to have another drink with us?”

“See!” I say to Wolf. “I don’t even think I needed this outfit.”

“Arvy, it’s a Tuesday—this place is dead. You’re not going to sell more Mona hanging out with tired old barflies.”

“They are not tired. They are goddesses. They glow when they talk to me.”

“Arvy!” Adele yells from the table, holding up four shots. “You’re holding up the line.” Betty Mayo feeds a dollar to the jukebox, and a funk-inspired beat fills the air. Bea flips a switch behind the bar, and a tiny twirling disco ball summons stars around an already lit room.

Wolf keeps shooting glances at the hallway. Who is back there?

“You said I was pretty,” I pout, wrapping my arms around him, drawing chuckles from his chest. “It’s like you don’t even want to see me drunk and sloppy. Your chivalry is hurting my feelings.”

“Aw,” he rasps. Finally, that smile. “Poor baby.” He draws a deep breath. His cautious eyes sweep the room. He’s on the edge of reason. I can feel it.

“You’re fine, sugar,” Bea assures him. “I’ll keep a lookout.”

Wolf grimaces, not yet convinced. Just a little nudge—

Armed with liquid courage, I stand on tiptoe. His minty breath—barely upstaging his smoke-sullied hair—spins me into the wanton creature I’ve always fantasized being but never had the guts to prove I was. A magic I knew I had, but never dared try.

Auditioning a spell, I slide my hands around his neck, feeling the hem of my makeshift hoodie dress ride up the back of my thighs. I scrape my nails up his scalp. Knead his temples with my thumbs. His eyes close. Entranced, he slopes forward. A dog in heaven.

Good boy.

“Do you trust me?” I whisper.

Gentle arms encircle me. I half expect him to command my hips or whisper something hot and haughty in my ear. The last thing I expect him to do is hug me.

Like, really hug me.

Without his hoodie, his lean, muscular frame is more apparent, strong arms fastening tight around my rib cage. He squeezes, his embrace so bold I nearly panic. The alligator clip digs into my back, but I’m more concerned with his tenderness. I stroke his nape. “Are you OK?”

The hug morphs into a silent retreat, a pause in the day’s rotation. Up until now, my demand for urgency felt like a high-stakes game. I didn’t realize how much we needed a time-out until Wolf’s body suggested it. I ground my heels. I close my eyes.

Something stiff brushes my thigh. He’s OK.

“You’re the devil,” he grumbles.

I bury my smile in his neck. “Have a drink with me, I’ll show you my horns.”

He huffs.

We don’t exactly pull away. More of a gradual sea change. His nose grazes my cheekbone, and my lashes skim his sandpaper cheek. We linger, testing new angles, our lips breaching the kiss zone without ever touching. My eyelids droop, intoxicated by his intimacy’s ease. “We’ll be quick,” I promise, barely a whimper.

Below my chin, metal purrs—the hoodie’s zipper teeth disengaging. Wolf drags the zipper down a bit lower, slowly, his fingertips brushing my sternum.

“No hetero love allowed,” Adele hollers from across the room.

“Unless one of you is transitioning,” Betty Mayo adds.

“Yeah!”
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One shot and a daiquiri later, I am well and truly drunk. Flush-focused and sloshy. Drunk Arvy never wants to come back down—ever! The fog is too good.

Adele hosts a fourth round of Fuck/Marry/Kill while Betty Mayo fields sporadic questions to the table. First pornographic image you ever saw? Best inanimate object to make love to? Sexiest cheese? I imagine Mom’s urn sitting on the floor beside us, a sleeping cat near my feet. Wolf sits on a stool next to me, casually peeling the label off his first and only beer. “OK, my turn, my turn,” I slur in a flurry. “Sexiest element on the periodic table. Don’t tell me, I already know—it’s carbon.” Bea plops a glass of water in front of me, like she’s gifting me a clue. I push it off to Wolf.

“You know, if we pull this off,” I tell him, “we should totally fuck.”

“Aaaaand she’s drunk.” Wolf side-eyes our audience across the table.

“Come on. You totally want this. I have the text messages to prove it.” I start scrolling.

“That was a misunderstanding.”

“A hot misunderstanding.”

I’ve been drunk in public before. Mostly with Mom’s friends, though there was that one week freshman year I got lonely, went rogue, and rushed Phi Sigma Rho out of social curiosity. Two nights before Bid Day, I got white-girl-wasted during an appetizer crawl and accidentally made out with a waiter in a dive-bar bathroom. Turns out, he was the social committee chair’s boyfriend. Oops.

“All I’m saying is we make a good team, and I am not opposed to exploring the lengths of such partnership, if you know what I mean.”

“How ’bout this?” he counters democratically. I tap at the blush flooding his cheeks. “When all this is over, after you’ve gotten yours and I’ve gotten mine, I promise to consider whatever off-menu services you might request of me. Until then, we keep our bits to ourselves. Deal?”

“Can we kiss?” I shimmy.

“No.” His gaze reappraises me. “Maybe.”

“Deal.”

I keep finding ways to touch him, for him to touch me. When I laugh, I swat his bicep. When he laughs, I lovingly burrow my nose in his shoulder. I sniff his nape; he strokes my knee. I kick his stool; he tugs mine closer. Anytime his thigh brushes mine, I do everything possible to stay still, surrendering to my body’s biological need to be touched.

Bea places a mug of hot coffee in front of me, next to the water Wolf begs me to drink.

“Why do they call you Betty Mayo?” I slur, having just masticated the orange slice from my daiquiri’s leftover garnish. I stir the coffee with my rind. Like it’s high tea and I’m drunk.

“’Cause that’s my fuckin’ name, sweetheart.” Her eyelids droop. She can barely hold her head up. “Why do they call you Arvy?”

A humdrum sigh escapes me. “When I was little, like five, my mom had this British guy friend. Hal. Uncle Hal.” I slurp the rind. “He had this thick, thick Manchester accent. And he used to come over and like, play with me, right. Like—bring me blocks and shit. But I couldn’t understand him, right, because his accent was so thick. He called me Arvy. Not Harvey—Arvy. ‘Oi! Arvy! Fetch me another pint, willyalove. Gaw on.’ I thought it was so funny. He’d, like, bring me gifts and try to talk to me, but I couldn’t understand, so I’d just keep asking him to say my name over and over, laughing, just laughing. I wanted everyone to call me Arvy. I wouldn’t even answer to my name in school—I wanted Arvy! Anyway, that was my dad.” I grab the water glass and chug. The stony looks on their faces keep me drinking.

“We really should go.” Wolf starts to get up—

“Lemme ask you,” Betty Mayo says. “How hard is it to sell an orgasm?”

“Extremely.” I shake my head pitifully, like we’re discussing the recession. Wolf plops back down. “You’d think it’d be easy. Like, Hey, wanna feel like horny Jiffy Pop? Here ya go.” I turn to Wolf, my ocular focus on a slight delay. “That Chanel was a bitch, man. Yeah, I said it. Bitch. I’m a girl calling another girl a bitch. She was a bitch. These puppies should have been sold two hours ago. Bitch.”

Bea slams another water glass in front of me. Thunk.

I reach for Wolf’s beer bottle, wagging it between him and Adele. “Wait, do y’all know each other?”

She leers at him—a knowing smile. “He’s around. Mostly when Gen and some of the others are working.”

I shake the empty bottle upside down. “Who’s Gen?”

“Chanel’s not a bitch,” Wolf says. “She’s a businesswoman. And a smart one.”

“Not smart enough to buy the greatest drug of all time. In bulk.” Hand-eye coordination has got me all fucked up. My mouth struggles to lock lips with a straw.

He rubs his neck like there’s a crick in it, a sudden nuisance. “Honestly, I didn’t feel like Mona was all that great.”

“Pppppffffffft,” I sputter. “What?”

He shrugs. “She’s powerful, but you can’t substitute for the real thing.”

“Dildos and pocket pussies would beg to differ.”

“Mona is a pill. Not a person. There are essential elements missing.”

“Such as?”

“Emotional connection.”

I purse my lips, searching the left side of my brain. “That’s a weak argument.”

“You’re joking.” I shake my head at his disbelief. “You’re gonna tell me that a shared experience is less satisfying? That you prefer masturbation to sex? Clearly you haven’t had good sex.”

“I’m sensing some premature mansplaining emitting from you right now, so before you start, allow me to confess I have bumped uglies with three men in my life”—I lift five fingers—“and three of those men”—I lift four fingers—“did not make me come. Not even close. I am a woman of enough experience to know that ‘emotional connection’ left me feeling without. The only person who can bring me to completion with the same vigor and precision I have brought unto myself in the privacy of my own home—is me.” My head spins. “Wait, did I say that right?”

“You’re drunk.”

“Be that as it may, I have never been more honest in my life. Masturbation is the most streamlined path to orgasm, am I right, ladies?” I raise a glass, but Adele and Betty Mayo are zombied out, staring at the table like they’re ten seconds away from throwing up all over this conversation. Tough crowd.

“What about foreplay? Pushing past one’s limit? The element of surprise?”

“Oh, I’m always surprised by how good my vibrator feels.”

“Now you’re telling me a vibrator trumps a man’s touch?”

“Yes,” all three of us women reply.

“You’d rather get off from a battery-operated toothbrush than an actual dick?”

“Yes!” Adele and Betty shout, but I counter—“No! You think I want to believe what I’m saying? A vibrator is a machine. It’s built by design to be in sync with the operator. Lovers are flawed—there’s always going to be some flop, some degree of human error.”

“Not if both people are communicating.”

Adele belches, slightly green in the face.

“Oh, right,” I quip. “Like it’s my problem the second I said ‘I’m about to come’ to Chad, he started drilling for oil like it was trapped behind my cervix.”

His face crimps. “I did not just picture that.”

“My clitoris is not in my stomach.”

“So, say that.”

“He should already know.”

Betty Mayo fans herself with a napkin, her temples beaded in sweat. She glowers at Adele; she keeps belching.

“And I did say something.” I frown, twisting the hairs behind my ear, feeling smaller suddenly. “I did.”

“What did you say?”

I freeze. “W-what do you mean?”

“When you were with Chad, and he wasn’t getting you off, how did you redirect him? Your exact words.”

I reach for my water. “That’s—private.”

“Oh, so, now your sex life is private? Now that I’m poking holes in this ‘masturbation is better’ theory?”

“I communicate, I do—”

“This argument is insane. Either you weren’t sufficiently communicating your body’s needs, or Chad and those other guys just flat out didn’t know what they were doing, and you didn’t correct them. I admit making a girl come takes longer than a guy, but it’s not rocket science.”

“Ah yes, this is the part where you tell me what a stud you are and how you know all the right angles—”

“Yes.”

“And all the tongue-lashing patterns and squirting techniques—”

“That’s—really graphic, but yeah.” His scowl catches on Adele and Betty Mayo, who are straight up dry-heaving. Jesus, they really are drunk. “If a guy knows exactly what he’s doing,” he says, “he can stack up against any drug or masturbation technique you’ve got. Sex between two people isn’t just sex—it has its own chemical makeup. I guarantee you my skills would put Mona to shame. Blow her right out of the water.”

“Oh! Water. Showerheads. You don’t even know. If you see a handheld showerhead in a woman’s bathroom, trust that she’s masturbated with it at least once. And it was good.”

Adele jerks abruptly, nearly falling off her seat. Betty Mayo closes her eyes as if in a trance, vacuums a breath up her nose, then exhales it with a long, labored grunt. Like she’s giving birth to it.

“Stop that,” Adele pricks, tending to her balance. Deep breaths morph into deep groans. “Stop breathing, Betty.”

“I can’t not breathe.”

“Try,” Adele growls. Red patches flush her face and neck.

“Yeah, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? You fantasize about my death… you self-serving bull dyke.”

“Me? You’re the one with a boner for historical dramas.”

“Uh, ladies—” Wolf turns to the bar, a new alertness possessing his face. Bea isn’t there.

“Is this about the Paterson Library luncheon?” Adele says. “I told you, Maxine Wigglestew is just a friend.”

“Yeah? You lie open like a book for her, too?”

“I would have if you hadn’t beaten me to the punch. Or do you not remember? It was me who had to debunk the rumor that our bedroom smelled like a sale on day-old snow crab at Central Market.”

Betty Mayo shoots up out of her seat like a cannon. Eyes aflame, she towers over the table. “Say that again.”

Adele glares. “Snow crab.”

Betty Mayo snarls. “Again.”

“Central. Fucking. Market.”

Pellets of beer fly past my face, blinding me with their sting. Bar stools hit the floor, a circus of cracks and scrapes. A scuffle. Wolf whisks me out of the way. Blinded, I try to blink away the beer, my hazy focus tracking bodies now roving across the floor. Fists pummel meat. Their guttural insults drown out the jukebox, which has just changed over to a twangy Dolly Parton love song.

“You never loved me!” Adele screams, propelling her mass over Betty Mayo, straddling her long twig legs. Betty punches Adele in the tit—Adele keels over, taking a fist full of Betty’s hair with her. Betty fights to crawl away.

“I love you like an ex-smoker loves nicotine, you cow.”

“The fuck—”

We whip our heads to the bar. Bea hollers, staring wide-eyed. “Hey! Hey! Adele!”

The women scale the walls of each other’s bodies until they’re back on their feet, facing off like two backyard wrestlers locking arms in the ring. All grit and teeth.

“Wolf, get them out of here,” Bea cries.

Wolf struggles to scoop the women apart. I join in, dodging stomps and sharp elbows. I manage to wedge myself between them, pushing Adele until her body dislodges, weak and sluggish. She deflates, sapped of all rage in an instant.

She sags, eyes glossy, her face draining of its crimson flush—

Awareness grips me by the throat. Oh no.

A gurgle roars from Adele’s open mouth, ejecting hot, rancid vomit across my chest.

My lungs shudder, my neck spackled in warm, sour-reeking spray. “Oh my god,” I rasp, paralyzed in horror. The smell, the feel—“Oh my god.”

Behind me, someone retches. Twice. Three times. Adele spews again at the same time Wolf thrusts me out of the line of fire. At the bar, Betty Mayo vomits into an empty beer mug, the glass pouring over, its acid bile dripping off the bar’s edge.

Wolf snatches napkins from a nearby dispenser, but I’m still shaken. Bile stings my nostrils, its vapor plucking at my stomach. I cover my mouth—Oh god.

Bea grabs a shotgun from behind the bar. Wolf’s eyes go wide.

“Go, go, go!” he says, corralling both women.

“Hey, Rose! Get out here!” Bea hollers. Rose! Wolf’s boss. I turn to look. From the hallway, the tall blonde from this morning emerges, her platinum hair and ass-tight bell bottoms cutting through the pitch-black cavern like a ghost materializing. Same clothes, same everything. Imogen. That was her name, right? Wait. She’s GEN! What is she doing here?

Before I can register what’s happening, Wolf is pushing me against both women out the front door.

Outside, Adele and Betty Mayo collapse on all fours, scrambling like blind wild animals in search of each other. They pant. They groan. Their backs curl—

“Adele? I’m sorry!” Betty Mayo splays her thighs, dragging her undercarriage across loose gravel. “Aahhhh.” She grinds atop pebbles. Adele rolls on her back, wriggling in ecstasy, clutching her crotch.

This morning, Mona ripped raw emotions from my body like she was purging me of toxins, pushing my dread-laced tears up through my internal pipelines like a snake through a drain. Adele and Betty weren’t fighting at the table; they were unclogging.

They took the Mona.

Betty Mayo roars in pain. Or pleasure. I can’t tell.

“Get them in the car.” Wolf bolts from my side. “In the car, in the car,” he lashes, hauling Adele to her feet.

My Vans skid across the gravel. I grab Betty, but my short back and noodle arms are no match for her tall frame. I drag her like a piece of heavy equipment.

“Come on, Betty—” I plead. My fingers graze her breast, and her body springs to life. A gazelle leaping in my arms. Jagged nails claw my neck. Ahhhhh, ahhh! Her hand gets caught in the open zipper of my hoodie—she thrashes, dragging the zipper down with it.

“I’m sorry, Adele, I’m sorry,” she cries.

Wolf flings open his back-seat door. Adele is already in the car on the other side, her knees bowed and clenched inward. Betty rushes the car, taking refuge in her lover’s embrace. Their tongues lash. Faces contort. Necks twist and joints crack to make new hinges.

“Arvy, get in. Now, now!” Wolf swoops into the driver’s seat, and I dive for the passenger door. The engine cranks.

“Wolf!” A demanding, raspy voice rips from inside the Puka. I turn. Imogen stands outside, gawking like a witness to a crime scene. But the raspy bark didn’t come from her. That voice was older, even-toned in its authority. Imogen turns to answer it.

“Arvy! Now!” I get in the car right before it peels out of the lot, a cloud of dust obstructing my view.

In the back, Adele and Betty are in full make-out mode, tugging at each other’s pants. Streaks and smears of vomit mark the seats. I don’t know who to apologize to more—Wolf or his car.

“I didn’t think they’d take it immediately.” I zip the hoodie up to my chin. “They must have taken it before we sat down.”

Their mouths thrash, groans erupting from the back seat. I catch a slice of thigh. A glimpse of boob. Body heat fogs the cabin. Betty Mayo takes a hard slap to the behind, and Adele shrieks in ecstasy.

“They’re gonna hurt each other,” I screech, cupping my ears to give them some privacy. Wolf steers straight, his car casting two spotlights down the road. Pitch-black forest sandwiches us on both sides.

“Was Mona like this with you?” he hollers over the tires’ tread, over flesh batting flesh behind our shoulders.

“Yes, but not so violent. Maybe the alcohol? A bad reaction?”

“Fuck—” Up ahead, a police cruiser pulls out beneath a lone traffic stop. As quick as I see it, Wolf kills the headlights, jerks the wheel, and the car fishtails down a rocky unmarked county road. Oh fuck, oh fuck—

“I love you so much,” Adele says. “I didn’t mean to bring up the Central Market thing.”

“I love you, too. I don’t want anyone else but you.”

Wet smacks accompany sloppy kisses—all I hear is flicking and flapping. I’m too scared to look back.

Wolf clicks his headlights back on. In the beams, dust kicks up from the tires, the car skidding slightly sideways and back. A bare foot shoots out from the back seat. Painted toes curl and quake. Kicked by a second foot, the overhead cabin light floods the car with light. Wolf looks back. “Oh my.”

“Just pull over,” I shout. “Pull over, let us out!”

The vintage Mercedes veers off-road, popping pebbles beneath the frame as it skids to a halt. Our bodies jolt forward. I bolt out of the car.

Watchful stars litter the night sky, their pinprick winks as flared and scattered as my racing pulse. I run to cross the road, taking cover in a bank of pines. “Should we lock it?” I yelp. Wolf is running to meet me. He stares back at his car, mouth gaping in horror. The cabin is lit, the car erupting in a clanking frenzy of fuuuuuuuuck.

The steel monster rocks on four legs. Beyond the fogged glass, it’s hard to tell whose body is whose. Hands thrash. Damp skin bats dewy windows. Heavy pants and loving shrieks shoot up like fireworks, ripping through the night’s quiet. The horn starts honking.

“Shhhhhh!” Wolf hisses, head whipping between the car and the end of the road. “Shut up, shut up!”

Wails crescendo, driving a mighty rattling through the air like an unbalanced washing machine on its final spin, hard thumps rolling, knocking in rhythm. A whirl of cries. Ahhhhh! I love you, Betty, Betty, I love you. Ah! I love you, too. Fuck. FUCK!

AAAAAAAAAHHAHHHHHGGHHAHAARRGGHHHHHHH!

And then… it stops. Like the world pulled the plug on love.

I blink. Panting.

I search for hazy silhouettes moving in the window, fuzzy shadows beyond the glass—but nothing.

“Please don’t be dead,” I whisper, edging closer. I clutch Wolf’s sleeve. “Please don’t be dead, please don’t be dead—”

Wolf inches toward the car. “I think they blacked out. Did you black out?” I nod. “Same,” he says.

Shielding my body from the scene, he ushers me behind his back, his palms pinning my hips to his butt. Sour vomit lingers beneath my nose. He shuffles us closer, inch by inch, until we’re right next to the foggy windows. “Betty?” he utters, sounding like a boy at the mouth of a grizzly’s cave. “Adele?”

Silence. Oh god, please say I didn’t kill someone. I’m too fragile for jail.

At the end of the road, a streetlamp flickers. A car whirls past. I hold my breath.

Wolf reaches for the door handle—

The hum of the automatic window jolts us back with a startle.

Adele pokes her head out. Her hair disheveled. Cheeks broken out in red and purple splotches—several capillaries busted. Groggy and punch-drunk on love, she smiles.

“Got any more?”

Wolf turns to me, his horror and relief mirroring my own.

“Let’s not do that again,” he mutters, and I nod.

“Agreed.”







[image: Chapter Opener, Eighteen]

Trying to stuff over a thousand dollars in twenties into a sequined fanny pack is hard, but I’m not about to complain. Adele bought twenty more hits—twenty! And by the look on her face, she was contemplating more.

I guess Wolf was right. We’re better off taking our time finding one customer who will buy a lot rather than multiple customers who will buy a little.

Watching Adele and Betty Mayo duke it out in the Puka, I still don’t know what to make of Mona’s safety. I still don’t know what happened with Wolf and Imogen in the maintenance closet—whether to be understanding, jealous, or deeply concerned. Why was Imogen at the Puka? What does she have to do with his boss? Is she why he was so eager to leave before drinks?

On the brighter side of curiosity, I deduce that Mona is some kind of ladder-climbing drug with delayed chain reactions—a cocktail that purges one chemical reaction to make room for another. Like a key-master unlocking gates in stages—or in Mona’s case, systems—she rips through the body like she owns it, making a mockery of the limbic system.

Recalling my own Mona experience, I hypothesize at least five stages: emotional release, nausea, euphoria, two waves of orgasm, the second being far more dense and hallucinatory, followed by a drop in blood pressure so rapid and intense, it forces loss of consciousness. I’ve never heard of such a thing, but as a scientist, it makes me feel like I’m on the verge of discovering something. You don’t have to understand something to prove it’s there. It’s like the funk. You don’t need a doctor or therapist to tell you how you feel, but you do need one to understand why you feel it.

After we dropped Adele and Betty Mayo off, Wolf pulled in to a gas station to let me wash up and change back into my shorts and tank. When I saw him toss the vomit-caked hoodie in the trash while filling up for gas, I almost lunged for it.

Five minutes on the road, and I already miss its armor.

I’m stuffing the fanny pack with cash, but I can’t get the zipper closed. Wolf draws his eyes from the road to my lap. “You’re gonna need a bigger boat.”

“Hmm?”

He tips his chin. “You’re gonna need a bigger boat.”

“What boat?”

“You’ve never heard that expression?”

“A bigger boat? The hell does that mean?”

“You’re gonna need a bigger boat.”

“Is that—code for something?”

“It’s from Jaws. You know, the movie. Guy sees the shark pop out of the water for the first time and says, ‘You’re gonna need a bigger boat.’ You know, ’cause of the shark.”

“Why does he need an extra boat for the shark?”

“What—no, he’s in the boat. A small boat. He doesn’t need another one.”

“You just said he needs a bigger boat. That would make two boats.”

“Are you fucking with me?”

“I don’t watch a lot of movies.” The gap in the zipper finally gives enough to close.

“But you understand the joke, right?”

I shrug. “I’m not good with nuance.”

“What the hell is nuance?”

It’s a clear night. Squatty oaks filter and freckle moonlight. Streetlamps whip past overhead. My eyelids grow heavy, their hazy focus slipping further the longer we spend in Wolf’s car. I’ve grown fond of this chariot, even with the reek of sex and puke. On Chester Street, students line up outside dive bars like night owls playing early birds, while the grizzly bears guard doors and check IDs. I ask Wolf where we’re going, but the engine’s vibration soothes me deeper into a drowsy void. It isn’t until my head jerks up that I realize I’ve dozed off. “What did you say?”

“Home,” he says.

I yawn. “But what about the Mona?”

“I’ve got a plan, but it’ll have to wait until morning. Besides, you need to stash that money. Not smart to keep it on you.”

I nod, my brow weighing heavy. “Tired?” he asks. I shake my head, but it jostles a tiny ache in my temple. “My head hurts.”

Several headlights approach and fly past. I squint.

“There’s some sunglasses in the glove compartment if you want to nod off.”

Don’t have to ask me twice. I unlatch the little door.

Something square falls out at my feet.

Wolf lunges for the floorboards. “Oh shit, wait—” The car lurches and jumps a curb. Wolf rights the wheels, dodging a slew of car horns, now wailing behind us. “Shit—”

I pick up what’s fallen. It’s a polaroid… of a penis.

“I can explain.”

“Is this you?” A hard belly laugh bursts out of me. Wolf tries to snatch the photo, but I hoist it out of reach.

“It’s not what you think.”

“I don’t think anything,” I wheeze. “Wait. This is what Chad gave you? Oh my god, is this Chad’s dick? Why do you have a picture of Chad’s dick?”

“I don’t have a picture of Chad’s dick. I have a picture of my dick that Chad gave me.” He lunges for it again.

“Why would Chad have a picture of your dick? Stop! I wanna see!” We spar for a bit, his fruitless grabs and grunts drowned out by my cackles. He butts his head back against his headrest in a huff of defeat. “It’s just bullshit.”

“Please, I have to know.” I can’t stop laughing.

His nose wrinkles. He glares at the long road ahead. “Last year, I got mixed up with a bogus distributor—lost a lot of money on a bad deal. By the time I wised up to the guy, word had already spread that I was buying from him, so no one was buying from me. I had to make the money back. Fast. A buddy told me that the art department paid models cash to pose nude for figure drawing classes, so I thought, what the hell. I did it a few times, but it still wasn’t enough. That’s how I met Chad. He was a TA for the class. I guess he got wind that I was desperate—don’t ask me how, he just knew. He made me an offer, a sort of side gig for some stupid fucking art show he was working on.”

I gasp in awe. “Penis Soap?”

He nods grudgingly. “Penis Soap.”

“I was at that show! That’s how I know Chad—I tutored him on how to make soap. I swear I didn’t know what he was using it for. To be honest, we were sort of dating at the time. Well, not dating—”

“I can’t believe you dated that guy.”

“Wait, are you telling me—” My eyes grow as big as my mouth’s aperture.

“I signed an NDA. I haven’t ‘told you’ anything.”

“OH MY GAWD! You’re the dick! Chad’s one-man show was your dick!”

“I can neither confirm nor deny whatever you are implying.”

“I thought there was something off about those proportions. I even held one in my hand, thinking, ‘This feels embellished.’ Chad’s penis was nice, but”—I study the Polaroid—“not this nice.”

He scowls. “Thank you?”

“What a weasel,” I murmur, examining the glossy portrait, tipping it to a different angle. “So, all those dicks, all that soap… that was you? Why would you agree to that?”

“It’s not something I’m proud of, OK? The son of a bitch dangled a carrot.”

“I saw that show—nothing was dangling.”

“I was desperate, and he paid well. Honestly—” He shrugs, his tone a bit sullen. “It was flattering. At first. Now, he’s got my dick in a vise.”

“How?”

He grunts. “The asshole documented the whole process. Journals. Sketches. He took Polaroids every time we cast. Something about postproduction shit. He swore he would give me the Polaroids when the project was finished. Lo and behold, the asshole figured out a way to extort me in exchange for speed. First Adderall, then diet pills. For every pill I give him, I get a piece of the show back. Polaroids. Casts. Everything. It’s a lot. We made at least twelve molds.”

“Why not just give him a ton of pills? Get it all back at once.”

“You think I haven’t tried? The guy is sadistic. He insists on burning me slowly and methodically. That’s why I fucking hate him. There, you happy?” He plucks the Polaroid from my fingers.

I sink back into my seat, feeling only a little guilty for objectifying his bits. “Why not just sneak into his apartment and steal it all?”

“Again, I’ve tried. Asshole keeps his ‘valuable’ art behind a keypad-locked door in his hallway. Fuckin’ snob.”

A taut silence stretches between us. I have so many questions but sense his unwillingness to keep the conversation open.

“That show was last year.” I tread lightly. “If you’ve been dealing to him ever since, that must mean you have quite the collection by now. Can I ask—”

“Arvy—” he warns.

“Please, I have to know. Where are the bodies buried? Where do you keep this treasure trove of artisan soap dicks? And don’t tell me you’ve destroyed the evidence—I know men better than that. If a guy is proud of his manhood—which you obviously are, otherwise you wouldn’t have posed—ain’t no way he’s tossin’ all those dick pics and dildos into a rancid dumpster somewhere.”

Wolf angles out his chin from view, but his hitched cheek can’t hide the grin that is sprouting.

“Where do you keep them?” I ask.

He shakes his head, still grinning. “Some place naughty girls like you can’t find them.”

Slow-creeping tires skirt the curb outside my house. The porch is dark, more menacing now that I associate it with this morning when, just beyond its doors, I had a gun cocked in my mouth. My pulse kicks up, eyes searching the lawn, the side gate—

I rushed out to my exam so fast I didn’t lock the door.

“Want me to check it out?” Wolf offers, sensing my unease. I nod. “Stay here, I’ll take a look.” He leaves his door open, flooding the cabin with overhead light.

Watching him walk up the driveway, I dig out my phone. Aunt Jean called twice and left a text asking how my exams went—

Aunt Jean. Fuck, Shelley—“Wolf!” I holler. I fling my door open but notice another missed text on my phone. A voice recording from Francis Pete.

“Arvy, hey, it’s me—”

A shudder rolls through me. Hearing his voice in the car, it’s like he’s here with me. I check the back seat just to be safe.

He sighs, his tone weighed down like the end of a long day’s rope. “I’m just checking up on you, girl. Seein’ how you’re feelin’. Listen, I don’t want to dump on you, but Marge is in a rough spot and I’m feeling sort of vulnerable right now. We just had a fight. I dunno, maybe romantic love isn’t what she needs right now. But no matter what I do, it ain’t enough. We need Doris—Doris would know what to say. Love, man. So fuckin’ taxing. Like I get these thoughts, you know, and then these headaches, and before I know it, I’m killin’ dogs in backyards and shovin’ guns in lady holes. Right in front of Marge! I just want to go back to the good ole days, you know. I want to be better, but it’s like I’m lookin’ at this old man outside my window, just shittin’ on a front lawn. Literally. Who is that guy? God, I feel bad about your dog. It’s a Lassie complex. Freudian shit, don’t worry about it, I just—I’m worried about Marge, Arvy. For the first time in my life, I’m really worried, and I’m hoping you can come through on this money ’cause I’d really hate to shoot you—but I kind of want to anyway? This is my new cell. Well, it’s not mine, it’s—someone else’s, whatever, I didn’t catch his name. Anyway, gimme a call. Let me know how you’re doing and uh, what you’re doing and where you are and uh, I don’t see any lights on at your house—m’kay, love you, bye.”

“Hey.”

I scream at the top of my lungs.

“Whoa! Whoa!” Wolf jerks his body back from the driver’s side door, his splayed hands shielding my screams. “It’s me… it’s me.”

Heavy pants set fire to my lungs. I hug my phone so tight to my chest I’m certain it’ll bruise. I guess Francis Pete’s earlier text warmed me up to him a little, made me think there was a normal person in there somewhere. But seeing the way my house looks from the curb—so dark and polluted with memory—I remember his part in all this. Perhaps my floral advice wasn’t as worthy of his mercy as I thought.

Wolf edges closer to the car, crouching gingerly just outside his door. He perches his hands on the metal frame, trying to get on my level.

He looks at my phone. “Everything cool?”

I nod tightly, keeping my whole world tucked in my chest. “Mmhm.”

“You sure?”

I nod. I nod again. I can’t stop. “Mmhm.”

Long thumbs rap against the leather seats, a pitter-pattering of little feet. He purses his lips. There’s that look again. A mix of pity and confusion, but worst of all, concern.

I look back at the house. Shelley is still back there—rotting. I’m not ready to face her. I don’t even know if the electricity is still on or if it shut off like Aunt Jean warned. I think about my sleeping bag splayed out in Mom’s room where her mattress once lay. The thought of slithering into it, trying to sleep encased in that slick whispering nylon, and all the faint unattended echoes and creaks living inside the house at night—I always anticipated Mom’s ghost popping up eventually, but now I don’t know if it’s something I could handle.

I jolt. An alarm clock shrills from my chest—I check my phone.


9:30 p.m. TAKE A SHOWER, YOU SMELL LIKE BAIT.



Something about seeing the reminder I set this morning warps me back to a sense of normal. I’m still shaken, but at least in a way that feels closer to home.

Wolf scoots his body into the driver’s seat like the car might break if he moves too fast, if he isn’t too careful. “Arvy? Why don’t you stay at my place tonight.”

I nod for real this time. My sharp sniffle echoes through the cabin. “I’m just gonna grab some clean clothes.”

“I’ll go with you.”

“No,” I snap. “I-I got this.”

My wobbly legs stake their footing across the lawn. I keep my eyes on Mom’s azaleas, rejecting every dark image my imagination begs to show me. You got this. You got this. The mantra carries over into my mother’s voice like a spell she’s casting over me—something force-fed that I’m for once thankful for. Perhaps some spells live inside us like possessions we didn’t ask for but have grown to appreciate over time. “Mom?” I peep.

Leaves shiver behind me overhead.

You got this. You got this.







[image: Chapter Opener, Nineteen]

I don’t protest when Wolf insists on blindfolding me with his T-shirt. I am too tired, too meek-minded to argue or try to guess coordinates based on the car’s jostling turns and soft braking. “I can’t have people knowing where I live,” he says. An entrepreneur thing. My loss of eyesight might have been more jarring had his tone not been so gentle, and had his shirt not smelled so good. I caught a glimpse of his naked torso when he first whipped it off and tied it around my eyes.

All I know is the ride is short, and he holds my hand when we climb what feels like concrete stairs to a second-story apartment. I hug Mom’s urn to my chest, my arm grazing Wolf’s bare skin. My canvas backpack, slung over his shoulder. His keys jingle in the lock. He asks if I need a toothbrush.

An hour later, I’m sitting cross-legged on my sprawled-out sleeping bag in the middle of Wolf’s couch, surrounded by notecards and highlighters for my Chemical Bio final tomorrow. I’m freshly bathed and dressed for bed, a wet towel weighing down on my head—a five-pound turban shaped like a soft-serve ice cream. In the shower, I used my own toothbrush, but I did bogart his razor to touch up my armpits and calves. I lathered my body with his body wash. I like that it smelled like a Christmas tree.

I revisit some Google searches from this morning on my phone. I wanted to see if information on Mona read differently after having sampled the drug. Hits in waves, a Reddit comment says. Sometimes two. Sometimes three. Another comment: she fun but she messy. starts clean but turns on u. make sure u right with God. otherwise hallucinations got u kissin the Devil.

I frown. Transcendent, sure. But spiritual? I didn’t get that from Mona. Adele and Betty Mayo would have sooner kicked God out of the car before letting him come between them.

I crack my neck and check the time. 11:02 p.m. I’ll go until 12:00, then call it a night.

In the distance, the shower cranks off, followed by a shriek of metal shower hooks. Wolf made peanut butter sandwiches before he hopped in, gawking when I devoured mine in three bites.

On the couch, I tuck my backpack next to Mom at my feet. I try to study my flash cards, but the clues of Wolf’s apartment pull focus. His living room is a 90s college kid’s wet dream, gilded in old plaid furniture and classic movie posters. I see two guitars, multiple pedals, and two open boxes of Apple Jacks—one of which I eagerly snacked from as soon as I heard Wolf’s shower running. I clock a jerk-off station in the corner, but upon closer inspection, see that it’s only a tattered copy of Men’s Health and a tube of hair gel. I peek out the window to guess which apartment complex we’re at, but there are at least two dozen in Westheimer, and I’ve never set foot in any of them. Wolf’s window faces a dense forest of oak and pine—the back of the complex. We could be anywhere.

Off the living room, the rest of the apartment appears tidy and polished. Either Wolf has a cleaning lady or he only utilizes the living room. A tight galley kitchen and breakfast nook gleam naked in the lamplight, a few snacks stacked neatly next to the fridge. Near the hallway, a large bookcase is near collapse—books of every hue and size, stacked and stuffed like a Tetris puzzle. Its unintentional chaos is practically sculpturesque. How ironic: Wolf’s naive arrangements hold more beauty than anything I saw in Chad’s art-littered apartment.

A naked wet torso sweeps into view. Holy shit.

Wolf clutches a towel around his hips, his shoulders glistening with dew. Droplets cling to his hair like diamonds winking in black soil. He stops when he sees me.

“Oh, come on—” I mutter in awe.

“Sorry. I swear I’m not baiting. I did laundry yesterday.” He points to the kitchen. “I need to—wait, are you studying? Jesus, Arvy, press pause. Turn the nightmare off, at least until you get some sleep.” He moves through the kitchen and out of view. A metal dryer door pops open.

“Have you lived here long?” I lean sideways to try and catch another glimpse of his wet flanks.

“Eh. Maybe a year,” he calls from the laundry room. “My family only moved here about three years ago. I shacked up with my mom for a while.”

“For college?”

“I didn’t go to college.” He walks out in sweatpants, slung low on his hips. A shirt in hand. It takes every muscle in my face to keep my eyes glued to my notecards, but the temptation is too great—I steal a glance at his belly button before he pulls his collar over his head.

A faint clean musk tugs at my nose, summoning immature thoughts and adult possibilities, spinning them in a dozen different directions. Most of them filthy. From the side of the couch, his crotch is staring right at me.

He idles near the armrest. “Want some water?”

“No, thank you.” A question tugs at me, one that’s been living in the back of my mind since Stein. “Hey, what’s the thing about Sayter? Chanel mentioned something about an incubator for strong-minded women. They’re students, right? Can’t we sell to them?”

“Not directly, not without permission. And that would be an uphill battle. They’re, uh… they’re celibate.”

“All of them?” He nods. Suddenly, Chanel’s digs about Sayter make sense. Vestal virgins. Fembots. “Celibates don’t orgasm?”

“They do.” He averts his eyes, perhaps uncomfortable with the mental images my question has conjured. Wolf knows those girls. “I just think Mona might… inspire, and I’m not lookin’ to shit where I eat. Someone finds out they broke their vow, they get kicked out.”

A vow? Wow. Though I understand his reasoning, tossing my good idea into his bin of bad ones still stings. “That girl. Imogen. Is she a Sayter girl?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he says wearily, sensing why I’m asking. The maintenance closet. “Nothing happened. I just don’t wanna talk about it. Is that OK?” He sounds so frail, so troubled by his own silence.

I nod. I believe him. I just wish believing didn’t rely so much on trust.

I unravel the towel, my wet hair falling like a curtain, shielding my eyes. I wait for his bare feet to move.

But he just—stands there. I look up.

His Adam’s apple bobs like it’s caught in his throat. “You, uh… want another blanket?”

“I get hot at night.”

He nods, my phrasing obviously scrambling something in his need to hold direct eye contact.

“You do have a plan… right? In the car, you said you had a plan.”

“Yeah, I’ve got a plan.” He sighs like he hates it. “But it will have to wait until morning. Best we can do now is get some sleep.”

Fingers drum against his thigh. Is he… stalling?

I consider that his idleness is for my benefit, not his, like he’s worried I might self-destruct if left alone. I know the feeling. I used to orbit Mom religiously on days when she’d get quiet. Seeing that same loitering, overprotective concern I had for Mom in Wolf’s body language feels shaming. I feel bad. I brought him into this mess, stacking all my consequences atop his expertise and mentorship. But what choice did I have? He had all the know-how. This morning, all I had was luck. I got lucky that Wolf offered me a ride home. I got lucky that Francis Pete didn’t do worse.

I want him to know I’m OK, that I’m stronger than I look at the end of a hard day. Really, I just want him to stop staring at me like I’m Mom.

I pull the crew neck of my T-shirt over the back of my head. “How do you send an evite to a woman without a clitoris?”

He furrows his brow.

“Doesn’t matter. She’s not coming.”

It takes him a second, but a dull blush peeks up from his cheeks.

“What did the clitoris say to the vulva?” I cock my chin. “It’s all good in the hood.”

He inches back toward the hallway, sporting a full grin.

“What do a clitoris and a golf ball have in common? There’s always an asshole nearby.”

A cell phone rings from the bedroom. He continues to inch back, still smiling, before turning slowly and quitting the room.

I try to study, but I might as well be reading Mandarin. Wolf’s muffled voice seeps through the wall that divides his room from the living room. Restless, I take a lap around the space, fondling knickknacks and peeling wall posters that mark a path toward the hallway.

Warm amber light leaks out from an open doorway. I draw closer, seduced by Wolf’s managerial tone, so formal. Who is he talking to?

I settle inside the doorway, surprised to see a stock-filled office instead of sleeping quarters. The room is deep, bisected into two workspaces—a wooden desk on one side and a floor-to-ceiling shelving unit on the other. Half-open drawers and plastic cubbies cover much of the wall space, labeled and littered with illegible scribbles on multicolored Post-its. Some lie on the floor like fallen soldiers, a filing system of someone who clearly isn’t good at filing.

Wolf leans against the desk, his ass propped against the edge, cell phone flush to his ear. In the far corner, a mattress on the floor waits for his slumber, its linens quiet and disheveled. A dog’s bed.

Propped-up pillows pose like groupies, eyeing me in the limelight.

“All right,” he says into the phone. His gaze travels up the lengths of my legs, my freshly shaved calves brushing up against one another. The carpet is dingy, and his bare feet look cleaner for it. “Love you, too. Bye.”

“Everything OK?” I peep. An amber desk lamp drapes shadows across his thin shirt and sweatpants.

“Hmm? Oh, uh—yeah…” he says, quick to pivot. “Hey, that concert at the Outhouse, the one your girl in the parking lot mentioned. I texted a buddy who works at the station. He’s a dispatcher. I asked if anything about the Outhouse had popped up on the radio—those parties usually get busted up pretty quick. Thought we could maybe knock out a few small deals before bed, but—” He shrugs. “Honestly, I doubt many students are walking around with sixty bucks in their pocket. Might be more trouble than it’s worth.” Tight fists grip the desk’s edge, turning amber knuckles white.

I curl my toes into the carpet, rubbing one knee against the other. Hoping he might hear how slick they feel.

“You must think I’m such a prude.”

He tips his head. “Why’s that?”

“Well, I don’t have a bedroom that doubles as a pharmacy.”

His smile reads more polite than amused. “That’s a good thing, by the way.”

Sagging against the doorsill, I eye the mattress in the corner. No box spring. No blankets. Just a den of crumpled sheets and ravaged pillows. I took Wolf for a rich kid, or at least someone who came from comfortable means, but his domain seems more complicated than that. Relaxed in a way luxury often discounts.

His eyes follow mine. “That’s my bed.”

I nod, my lungs suddenly tight. “No frame?”

“It has its advantages.”

“Such as?”

“No squeaking.” He says it without a hint of blushing.

My face is on fire.

I draw in a deep breath and sigh, disguising nerves as boredom.

We lock eyes—me at the door and him at his desk. It’s strange seeing us this stripped-down, this well-behaved and unmoved, considering the debaucherous day we’ve had. He’s got a half-naked girl, a bed, and mood lighting clearing a path to sex. I’m putting out the vibe, but he crosses his arms over his chest like a guardrail. Pecs pushed in. Biceps out.

I wring my wrist behind my back, imagining what it might feel like to have those wrists pinned. To feel his full weight against me.

“You look like you want to ask me something.” His tone is silky. Eyes soft, tired.

“Guess I don’t know how to ask it.”

“What do you want?”

The question feels too big to answer. I feel achy—restless and aroused—but what I want I can’t quite pinpoint. “I think I want to sleep, but I’m scared. I keep thinking, ‘Why is this happening? Why now? What the fuck was Mom thinking?’ The only car I have is being held hostage by campus police, the only home I know is getting sold in two days, and my greatest humiliation is trending online. I’m not even a good scientist. Did I tell you that? I only majored in biochemistry because—” I swallow, pushing down what I was going to say. I don’t want her to hear. “If I don’t graduate… if this plan doesn’t work… all that time, those years—Tests. Anxieties. Money. What will it have been for?” I fixate on his bed, my focus slipping until Wolf’s mattress is just a blur of hope in the darkest corner of my sorrows. “I guess I just wanna go away for a while. Be out of my head.”

The silence holds long enough for me to worry if I’ve said too much or not enough.

He nods, gentle. “I think I understand what you’re saying.”

Kiss him.

I sniffle. “Maybe just something to help me doze off?”

He shifts forward on his feet. At first I think he’s going to kiss me, but he reaches for the shelving unit next to my head. He pulls down a clear plastic container that looks like a craft bead organizer.

“Let’s see. I’ve got Ambien. Ativan. Vicodin. Tizanidine—”

I chortle. Instantly, he halts.

I tread lightly so as not to embarrass him. “Something over-the-counter would suffice. Benadryl? Tylenol PM?” He blinks. I might as well have requested foreign oil fresh off a tanker.

Kiss him.

“Uh—” He searches the shelf, his rattled expression yielding a bashful smile. God, that smile.

He turns to assess his desk, stepping closer to pluck something small from its clutter. “You smoke?”

I saunter over. Cigarettes—gross. But weed comes with perks. “Is it free?”

We sit propped back against the desk’s edge, his shoulder grazing mine. I watch him perch a half-smoked joint between his lips before flicking a lighter in the cup of his hands. A little cave for the flame. He offers it to me, blowing the smoke away from my face. “Here.”

I try to pinch the joint, but my fingers are numb, muscles shaky from wringing my wrists so tight. I pinch harder, and the roach drops to the carpet. “Sorry.” He picks it up. Our bodies are so close. I like that we smell the same. “Sorry. My hands. They’re not—”

“Open your mouth.” He inhales the joint, pinching the stub to his lips.

I part my mouth at a prude’s pace, and he grins wide. Like my chastity is cute. “Little more,” he croaks softly, smoke tight behind his lungs.

My first kiss was Allen Barclay, an eight-year-old boy who dared me to peck his cheek behind the concession stand after a coed Little League baseball game. When I did, he turned his lips slightly to meet mine, and we stayed like that, just breathing. Staring into each other’s eyes. I don’t know why Allen pops into my head at this moment. Something about the way Wolf cups my cheek, a caress so gentle my lungs shudder. His lips graze my mouth’s open gate before slowly—prudently—blowing smoke into my lungs. My chest expands; his chest falls. There is no burn. No tug of a cough. It even tastes sweet.

“Hold it,” he whispers, sealing my lips with a tempered kiss, then a longer kiss at my jawbone. His nose tickles my ear, lips tracing. “Now sigh.”

I expel everything in one swoop, feeling lighter already.

Wolf straightens, his gaze hazier than before. “Just one should do the trick.”

I blush, glamoured by his corded neck, the little sound it makes when he swallows. “I saw that in a movie once,” I say.

His eyes draw down, an unguarded melancholy stopping him short of a smile. His throat is so beautiful. “Maybe this is our movie.”

Why aren’t we kissing? I’m giving the look. I’m sending the vibe.

“How do you think it ends?”

He twists his torso to the desk and smothers the joint in an ashtray. “Well, you did say you liked my hands.” Oh, that smile—be still my heart, even he can’t pull off a seduction without blushing.

I summon his gaze. We linger eye to eye, but it’s like I’m a platter of desserts he’s refusing, allowing himself only the polite acknowledgment of something he obviously wants but isn’t going to take. He licks his lips. “Sleep tight, Arvy.”

Kiss him.

I start toward the door. “Night.” I wave my hips goodbye. Go back. “Sleep tight.” You fucking nerd, go back! “Don’t let the bed bugs—yeah.”

I turn the corner out the door. GO BAAAAAAACK!
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Restless legs kick at my sleeping bag. I’d kick the moonlight in the window if I could. Mom is sleeping at my feet; I can always feel when she’s asleep.

I sigh. If I wasn’t tired before, I sure as hell ain’t now. Wolf’s touch was like a shot of adrenaline, metabolizing a high so needy it buzzes between my thighs. Maybe Mona spiked something in my adrenal system; maybe it’s her still coursing through my veins. I should have asked for another toke. I should have boned him when I had the chance. Too late now. A second visit to his room wouldn’t look hot—it would look desperate.

Deep throbbing aches swarm my pelvis like nagging patients crowding a waiting room, impatient and questioning. I flop onto my belly.

I can’t lose a night of sleep, not with my Chemical Bio exam looming in the early morning. My ears strain for any sign of snores or phone chatter on the other side of the wall, hoping Wolf might still be awake. But all I hear is my heartbeat, its mocking tick clocking the rate of my anticipation.

I curl my hips into the cushioned sleeping bag, hoping to dig out some relief. The slippery nylon gathers between my thighs. It whispers to me. Open up. I spread my knees. Splay my legs. I grind down, satisfying a pestering, soaked need begging to be wrung out. Curled toes scrape slick fabric beneath. Mom’s asleep, but I use her magic anyway: OK, the way I see it, you’ve got three choices. One, you can lie here for another hour, banking on sleep despite that massive lady boner you’ve got inside your shorts. Two, you can rub one out in secret—get it over with. Or three—

Three—

My gaze drifts to my backpack on the coffee table. Peeking out from the open flap, the sequined gleam of an embroidered fanny pack stares back at me. Moonlight reflects off the teeth of its zipper. It’s smiling.

This morning, I blacked out after taking Mona and would have easily drifted back into an unconscious state had I been experimenting at home in bed.

If I’m needing a fix and a sleeping aid right now—

Arousal claps her hands, applauding the bloom of such an economical solution. Even better, a spiteful one. Why should the best orgasm of my life belong to the public eye, the internet?

I reach inside the backpack and fish for the sex-scented shorts that I wore all day, finding Chanel’s “sample”—the one I didn’t swallow—still inside the pocket. Wolf said anything we imbibe could come out of his profits. Would it be so bad to take advantage of such courtesy?

Like a mouse thieving a crumb, I pinch the pill and lie back.

I could be quiet. I could—if things got out of hand, the front door is right there. Based on the window’s view, this apartment is positioned in a perfectly secluded, heavily wooded location. If I can’t handle what Mona shells out, I’ll just duck outside for a good old-fashioned romp in the grass behind Wolf’s building. Who cares if someone sees? Not like I’ll be a local for much longer; I leave in two days. If I’m going to die at the hands of Francis Pete, least I can do is reap the benefits of the drug he stuck me with.

Young lady, you have had one hell of a year. You deserve pleasure.

I pop the Mona in my mouth, only panicking a little after I swallow.

I close my eyes, settling into a deep breath—a pep talk for the heart and lungs. I consider prematurely stepping out to find a place to hide, but figure if Wolf decides to come ravage me mid-high, all the better.

A light fixture flicks on over the breakfast nook. I squint.

Wolf’s silhouette prowls past, rummaging through the kitchen. Faint murmurs echo off the cabinets. He’s talking to someone.

“Mmhm. OK, yeah—yeah, we can do that.”

I shield the light from my eyes. I try to make out what he’s doing when his broad frame hurries near the couch, his shadow looming over me like a tree blocking sun. He’s fully clothed.

“Perfect. See you there.” He ends the call. “We gotta go.”

“W-what?”

“That was Chanel. She’s changed her mind. She wants it—all of it. Guess I was wrong. Maybe you did pull off a convincing show back at Stein.”

Uhhhhhhh—

“She’s out in the boonies at some theatre party—I know the guy. Come on. Cops are busting frat houses on 5th—it’ll be hours before they start patrolling that area. Get dressed and grab the pack. Don’t bring the money—keep it here safe. I’ll be in the car. Fuck the blindfold. I trust you.”

Brain cells flicker and pop like broken bulbs. This is not happening. This is not happening.
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In a desolate, backwoods neighborhood, deep in the outskirts of town, moonlight finds me tight-lipped and uncontrollably snot-crying in Wolf’s front seat. “I really am fine,” I croak. We’d just pulled up to the grassy lawn outside the house party when he noticed my tears. I’d stealthily held my breath for the ride, keeping my face turned out, praying Mona would take her time until I found a suitable bathroom or backwoods garage to sneak off to, blow chunks, and come my brains out. Yeah, I forgot about that vomit part when I popped Mona back at Wolf’s.

“I just want to stay in the car is all.” I wipe my nose, streaks of snot slicking my forearms.

“I told you, no.” He hoists his torso over the console, still scouring the back seat for napkins. “Is it the weed, you think?”

I cover my face. I can’t tell him I took the pill—how embarrassing. A guy sets me up on his couch—feeds me, medicates me, doesn’t take advantage—and I turn into a horny, illogical lunatic. “I’m just really tired, you know? You go ahead, I’ll catch up. Here—” I hand him the fanny pack.

“I told you. I can’t sell to Chanel.”

A tide of memories rips through me. Mom refusing medication. Refusing to talk to me. Please stop crying, please stop crying—

“I just need a minute. If you could just—”

BOOM, BOOM. We both jolt.

“Woof, woof, motherfucker!” A stocky guy gripping a red Solo cup hammers his fist upon the hood. Wolf scowls.

“Fucking Harold.” Wolf cranes his neck over the dash, surveying possible damage.

“The fuck you doin’ in there, man? Come get this party started.” Fucking Harold chats up two girls as they approach, the headlights flooding their bare legs and neon flip-flops.

This morning, Mona’s first stage was a flood of emotions, mostly despair. This time, it isn’t despair coursing through me—it’s regret. Remorse so deep, it cradles me like a grave. I always thought loneliness was merely the sensation of feeling alone, but Mona shows me otherwise. It is a product of years. An ancient reckoning living dormant inside every molecule. This morning, Mona was out for my tears; this time, she’s out for my blood. She wants my DNA.

“I’m fine.” I knock my head against the window, gritting my teeth. Clutching my stomach. “If you could just go inside—”

“Hey, Wolf.” A girl staggers into the spotlight of his headlamps. “Baby, you got a cigare—” She keels over and projectile-vomits across the hood.

“The fuck—!” Wolf yells.

Puke rises up my throat, a stew of bile catching in my mouth. Bbbmmm oh gawd. It takes every muscle in my body to clench my eyes closed and swallow it.

Shock sweeps across Wolf’s face, his eyes bulging. Jaw dropped. Oh god. He knows. He knows!

The girl in the headlights vomits again, and I can’t take it—I throw open the door and vomit in the grass. I need a bathroom. I need a safe space. I need an escape plan, now.

“Arvy—”

I sprint across the lawn, cutting through partygoers now swarming Wolf’s car like it’s a crab trap of chum on an ocean floor. I search the grounds for refuge—a garage, a tool shed, anything—but every structure is contaminated with people. No doors, no privacy. I race for the front door. “I need to peeeeeee!”

A stiff breeze skates across my arms—euphoria shedding my exoskeleton, licking the new raw skin underneath. Mona’s dark tunnel of regret tapers off, casing me in a new warmth crackling up my spine—a mingling of fire and ice. I try to run steady, but the friction between my thighs is quickening the process.

“Hey, Wolf.”

“Wolf, hi—”

Sweet-scented greetings swarm me. I waddle up the porch steps on stiff, wide spread legs, searing tingles skittering up my groin like fire ants nipping. Ah! Urgent footfalls race up behind me—Wolf’s boots slapping up the steps. He slams into my back, wrapping his silky forearms around my stomach. “Ah!” I stagger, and he catches me.

“Arvy, get back in the car—”

“I need a bathroom.”

Small crowds loiter on the porch. Wolf swooshes past me, craning his neck to see beyond the door’s bottleneck. The fanny pack dangles from his hand. “Arvy, it’s packed, you’ll never get through—”

“GET ME A FUCKING BATHROOM!” Heads turn. Wolf seizes up. He side-eyes our audience. Instantly, he shoves the fanny pack down the back of his briefs.

“Can we get through?” he calls to the front door—a barricade of bodies. The party is packed. A throbbing bass line floods my insides, my pulse rapping faster just thinking about walking through the reverb. “Oh god.” My eyelids flutter.

He pushes me behind him and fastens my arms around his waist, a human shield. His scent envelops me. Wet hair and fabric softener. Woodsy soap skin. “Fuck, you smell good.” My face ravishes his shoulder blades.

Squeezing past the threshold, our sandwiched bodies shuffle, navigating a moving maze of sharp odors and sweaty torsos. I hunch, trying to dodge the booming bass line and damp, naked flesh brushing my arms. I squeeze Wolf’s hands, intertwined with mine against the wall of his abs. He flexes. Oh, don’t do that.

Mustering courage, I peek past Wolf’s shoulder. Thick smoke casts a matte haze over the mob. Multicolored lightbulbs gleam in dull hues. “Shit,” he murmurs, assessing the squatty living room we’ve made it into, no clear pathway in sight. Ravenous cackles surround us on all sides. To my right, two girls make a meal of each other’s faces, the boys behind them holding their heads together like basketballs. A dolled-up drag queen spins turntables on a makeshift DJ platform, a monarch holding court. Bitches gotta eat. Bitches gotta eat.

Wolf slithers us through the corral and grind. Excuse me. Hey, Wolf. Sorry, excuse me. Wolf, hey! For every five steps we take, another greeting pops up. Either theatre majors love Sayter, or they love entrepreneurs.

The crowd swells. All at once, three torsos close in on me, and a wave of ecstasy breaks my composure. Mona suckles at my core. “Ah—”

Just make it to a bathroom, just make it to a bathroom—

“Wolf!” A short redhead with perfect posture swoops in front of us, holding her cup high above her head so as not to spill. “I’m so glad you’re here. I need to talk to you.” I bury my face in Wolf’s shirt, smearing beads of sweat.

“Uh—” Hearing Wolf’s voice, my eyes roll back in my skull—a shuddered rush. A chain of convulsions saps me; Mona is running circles behind my pelvis, lassoing my loins. Winding tight. “Not a good time,” he says.

“This your girl?”

Eager as a mole, I burrow my head underneath his arm and take a deep, satisfying whiff of his armpit. I lick the soft, dark hairs peeking out from under his sleeve. A fantasy flickers; I’m eating out Wolf’s armpit, grinding my tongue against his wet, pungent, musky muff.

“Just a friend,” he says.

“What’s the status on my Sayter application? I had my interview with Rose today—it was amazing.” She touches his chest.

Territorial rage rips through me; I growl. Miss Redhead recoils. “Sorry,” I moan.

“That’s OK.” She chuckles nervously. “I get it.” She winks at Wolf. Offers a handshake to me. “Sorry, we don’t know each other. I’m—”

I snake my tongue around her index finger, sucking the salty digit to a pulp. “Oh.” She shivers, sounding more awed than not.

Whip-fast, Wolf jerks me back behind his torso. “Wow. OK. Not cool.” He knits his fingers through mine, pinning both our arms behind my back like he’s cuffing us to a pole. I rub my nipples between his shoulder blades, pulling ripples from their nerve endings. “Oh god—”

“She OK?”

I drop like a sack of potatoes in Wolf’s backward embrace. “Cramps,” Wolf says, catching me behind his back. “That time of the month.”

“Aaahhh fuck it’s throbbing.” I bite his shirt, riding a thunderous pressure. A peak mounting. “We’re gonna need a bigger boat. We’re gonna need a bigger boat—”

“Oh my god, you poor thing,” she says. “No wonder you’re delirious. Stick with Wolf, he’s such a sweetheart. I hear he goes on tampon runs for all the girls.” Overhead, a dramatic intro to a pop song drops. She screams, turning in search of others, along with everyone else rushing the DJ booth.

Music swells in my ear—a bass line thumping my clit. Pushing me over. A whitewash of light sears up through my body—it blinds me! I thrust my hips into Wolf’s ass and bear down on the light. Aaahhhhhhh. Mona rolls past me like an undertow. I sag against Wolf’s back. And though relief washes over me, I know the lull is temporary. A second wave awaits.

Lust-drunk and fuck-silly, I tongue the top vertebrae peeking out from his neckline. “Take me somewhere,” I pant, my breathless plea morphing into a temptress’s hiss. “Now.”

Wolf dashes through the crowd, plowing bodies, shoving purses, knocking cups to the floor. We reach a long hallway, a line of undergrads filing into a bathroom. “Fuck.” Wolf cuts us past the line, muttering shallow apologies before dipping into a vacant bedroom at the end of the hall. Ah fuck, yes, a bed.

But he whisks me past it. I’m shoved into a cramped, brightly lit bathroom, my pelvis railed hard into a small marble vanity.

“You OK? Arvy, you OK?”

In the mirror, fiery eyes and flushed cheeks stare back at me. Pupils black as tar. Tongue swollen to a rose. All I see is Arvy, but all I feel is Mona.

“Stay in here, I’ll guard the—”

I grab his shirt, haul his lips to mine, and kick the door shut.
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I pepper Wolf’s face in wet, breathy kisses, my lungs seized so tight I can barely keep my tongue in his mouth. Long fingers wrestle my mauling grip, cockblocking my greedy legs and searching hips. He rips his mouth from mine and gasps for air, gagging at the taste. “Arvy—”

I whip around, grab a toothbrush, and brush my teeth at the sink. Scrub my tongue raw. I drink out of the tap and spit in the mirror.

I spin back, velcroing my full height to his body until I’m smothering him with superhuman strength. I wriggle my ass up on the counter. Haul his pelvis between my thighs.

“Fuck me.” My vision spins, his crotch pressed up against mine. He tries to pull away, but I lock my legs around his hips. I grind on his cock.

This morning, Mona had me coming twice, the latter more intense than the former. I hyperventilate just thinking about it.

“Fuck me.”

“I can’t.”

“You can. I consent. I want—” Fevered by desire, I whip off my shirt.

His eyes bulge. “Arvy, I can’t—I promised. We promised.”

“Break your fucking promise. I won’t regret, I give you my word—”

“Arvy—”

He thrusts his forearms between my legs—a barrier blocking his hard-on.

Bracing both hands on the counter, I shoot my hips off the edge, my legs constricting his. Suddenly I’m a rocking chair on speed, dry-humping Wolf’s forearms, addicted to the silky bisected pillar between my thighs. My sleep shorts are thin, and the swollen bud beneath rubs raw against the fabric, the sensation so acute I see sparks when my clit brushes his zipper.

“Jesus.” He’s staring down the alley of his forearms. I fantasize what he sees. Me, gyrating astride him. Me, smothering the swollen pebble inside my underwear, its mass feeling as big as a marble. I can’t even see him anymore, only the fuzzy outline of him.

“Please,” I beg, Mona’s tsunami drawing near. “Please fuck me.”

We struggle, unleashing a clumsy dance of gropes and swats. Thrashing arms and squeaking sneakers. I kiss him. His resolve is slipping—he palms my tits, but just as fast, he shoves me back into the sink, my head knocking hard against the mirror. “Shit, sorry,” he yelps.

I slap him across the face. Yank his shirt and fuse his lips to mine. I grip his wrists and rake his balled-up fists against my nipples, roping his ass with my calves.

His tight kiss melts. “Fuck, that’s hot,” he mutters, a sudden drunkenness possessing him. He moans, permitting our tongues to meet, our mouths roving, obsessed—

It’s hard to know what is reflex and what is not, what is me and what is Mona. I’m smaller than Wolf, but our strengths are matched; I could rip the sink out of the wall if I wanted. He kneads my breast, and I groan, my hands massaging his wrists. I suckle his neck, his chin, his collarbone, stealing pants from his lips. He shakes his head, his rebuttal returning—“Arvy, stop.”

I search for his belt. Crank down his zipper—

“No,” he barks. He pins my wrists to the counter. Pain shoots up my arms.

That’s when I feel it. The second wave.

It rolls in. Dark. Menacing. It claws my cunt from the inside, dragging nails up my uterus. “Ah!” I jerk upright, blinking wildly. Again, I jerk, wincing at the sudden sting.

Images flash before my eyes. Mom, pulling cookies out of the oven. Mom, chucking her open prescription bottles at the fridge. Pills scattering. Tears streaming down her face.

He cradles my head in his hands. “Arvy, look at me—”

I shake my head. “Something’s wrong.”

“Should I get help?”

“No!” I ball my fists. My sex floods with pressure—a deep, churning ache mounting. A wave of heat fizzing through me, scorching. “Ah!”

I kick Wolf in the chest with both feet. He flails backward, hitting a towel rack behind him. He hisses in pain.

I fall to the ground. My kneecaps hit the tile. I howl. It feels so good. Hurts so bad.

I moan, quaking on all fours like some horny, traumatized animal in peril. Something is changing—a tide turning in the wrong direction—yet Mona keeps building, rushing to my climax with everything I don’t want to see. Wires crossed. Horrors unlocked.

Mom, laughing wild in the Caddy, heading straight for the tree. Mom, pulling weeds in her garden. Mom, sleeping sound when I nudge her—checking to see if she’s breathing.

Wolf clambers to help me, but I grab his shirt and wrestle him to the ground, my delirium believing his touch will save me somehow, his tenderness reversing Mona’s trajectory. I straddle his hips. Try to kiss him, try to grope him, but end up just hitting him. Over and over. “Do something. Please.”

He shields his face, a boxer on the ropes. “I don’t know what to do.”

“Hug me, love me, fuck me—anything! Ah!” An invisible, bulbous weight chucks itself at my back like a massive medicine ball. It fastens to my spine, sprouts fingers, and digs for my heart. I’m quivering. I’m about to come. No. Please, no.

Wolf grabs my face. “Just breathe, Arvy, breathe. I know what you’re feeling. Stay calm. It will pass.” He pets my face. Strokes my hair. I kiss him. Hard. A white light is blooming, a tide turning, coming back to soothe—

“Hey, who’s in there?” Voices gather outside the door. The white light fades to gray—I can barely hear the sharp rappings on the other side. Someone is knocking.

Wolf bolts upright, his force flinging me to my back. Cold tiles shoot darts up my spine, turning the tide back around. That invisible, sinister weight returns. It floods my chest. Latches on to me like a ghost. I’m kicking at it, thrashing my heels so hard against the tile, it propels me across the room, shoulders skiing the floor. Hands greased in sweat.

The top of my head drives straight into the hollow door, banging it like a drum. “Ah!”

“Hey!” A fist pounds back. “Is everything OK?”

My brain flashing ice cold. Burning! Mona pounds my head into the door again. And again. Hallucinations swarm—I’m in Wolf’s bed, crushed under the heft of something I can’t see. A rail is driving up my spine. My head butts against his bedroom wall. Again. And again. It splits me like a tree down the middle. A point of no return.

“Arvy—” I hear Wolf’s plea, but it’s so faint and distant, I fear he can’t hear me scream. If he’s over there, then who’s over here? What mauling creature is on top of me?

Mona is crushing, pulverizing me from within. I squirm, trying to escape it, flipping onto my stomach. I smother my forehead against the wall, banging again. And again. An invisible force fires backshots between my splayed thighs, pinning me down and thrusting up inside me.

“Wolf,” I whimper. Darkness closes in, the top of an open well narrowing behind my shoulder. For the first time, I’m terrified I might not come back from this, that I might die trapped inside Mona’s fucked-up embrace. Wolf sounds so scared, so far away.

A surge zips through me, a blinding suction bordering on painful contractions. Cells grating. Bones milled to dust. There are no more hallucinations. Only blackness. Only the void and the pressure of the void.

The last thing I see is a pinprick of celestial green light at the top of the well. It dilates, inching closer, until finally it shows me what it wants me to see: a tree.

And Mom. Happy.
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The room is a kaleidoscope of voices and colors. Someone is trying to kick in the door. Someone is slapping my face.

Slap, slap, slap. “Arvy,” Wolf rasps, a tinge of desperation caught in his throat. Slap, slap, slap. “Arvy, wake up, baby, wake up. Arvy, please—”

“Come out, you fucker!” Hysterical feminine voices rally from beyond the door’s barrier. Was it them pounding the door, or me? I roll my head to the side, my neck caked with snot and dried tears. Nose stuffy. Eyes swollen. Icy tiles soothe my raw cheeks, luring me back into my haze.

The doorknob jiggles above me, sharp and violent. “We saw you go in there, asshole. Open up.”

“Arvy.” Wolf begs, more strained and desperate than before. “Baby, pleeease.” My muscles are stiff, joints calcified. Jesus, I can barely lift my knee. “That’s it, there she is, hey, hi. Baby, look at me, look at me. Arvy, can you hear me?”

Vanity lamps assault my eyeballs. I squint. “Did we fuck?” I mutter, sounding hopeful.

“Guys, she’s in there!” a voice bellows. Bang, bang, bang. “Open this fucking door, you rapist prick.” The doorknob jostles.

Cold hands cradle my sweaty neck. “Baby, look at me. Open your eyes.” I try, but the lamps are blinding. My skull is throbbing.

“Act normal, OK. Just be cool.” Fingers dance across my shorts, rushing to smooth down my shirt. Oh god, I took it off, didn’t I? His hands are so quick and featherlike. Tiny aftershocks shoot down through my fingertips. I shudder. “Shhhh—”

He rakes back my hair—strands plastered to my mouth and sweaty forehead. Memories return, swarming me like bees to a hive. The drive to the party. The vomit. The bodies. I can still hear the DJ’s bass line thumping the wall, its beat pumping my skull like a hangover. “Open this fucking door!” Bang, bang, bang.

Oh god. I remember everything.

“I’m so sorry—” I paw at Wolf’s shirt, drowsy, fighting immobility. “I’m so so sorry.”

“It’s OK. You’re OK. I just need you to act cool, OK? Just be normal.” But his fraught tone, his caregiving laced with panic—Above us, metal joints rattle. Something small clacks, giving way—the door swings and slams into my head. AH!

“The fuck—” Wolf barks in my defense.

Still a haze, my world quickly becomes a fever dream of tart lotion scents, manicured nails, and urgent greetings. Three girls crowd me on all sides, their clunky bracelets jingling in my face, rousing my sensitive ears.

“Are you all right?”

“Get away from her.”

“Bring her in here! Put her on the bed.”

The floor vanishes—I’m propped up on the edge of a mattress, my torso too heavy to support its own weight. “Wolf?” But my volume is compromised, too hoarse to rise above the fray. I try to sit up, but the groggy fog is too thick. I flop back on the bed, uncertain if the quarrel I’m hearing is real or another hallucination.

“It’s not what it looks like,” Wolf says.

“We’re friends,” I croak, struggling to assess how many voices are in the room. I pry open my eyes, seeing only the three girls talking over Wolf.

“I was getting her to a safe place. I was trying to help.”

“By locking her in a bathroom?”

I fling myself upright, focus slipping. I try to explain, but my cognition is shot, their voices overpowering mine. What’s your name? Do you know him? I sink into a perfumed shoulder.

A deep, masculine gruff cuts through the quarrel, his words slurred. “Baby, we’re doing keg stands in the kitchen, come on.”

“This asshole just tried to take advantage.”

“You fuckin’ touch my girlfriend, man?”

The gruff voice draws closer. A scuffle breaks out, boots scraping carpet. “Baby, no!” a girl says.

Wolf grabs my arm but gets yanked away. “Wolf?” I reach out, blink erratically, struggling to align my senses, to rip me from my fog—

The deep voice is a broad-shouldered beanpole in a backward Astros cap. He’s got Wolf cornered against a wall, standing right across from me. “I’m gonna kick your fuckin’ ass, man.”

“He didn’t do anything, please!” I scramble to my feet, but eager hands pin me back, guarding whatever safe space they are so venomously trying to create. I’m still dazed but coherent enough to babble, “Stop, you’ve got it wrong. It was me, my fault!”

“Don’t blame yourself. This is not your fault, sweetie.”

I rub my eyes. Slap my face—anything to engage my nervous system. “They’re not believing me!”

“We believe you. We all believe you—” A girl in green brushes my hair with long scary nails, rubbing circles into my back—

“Please stop touching her,” Wolf pleads. “Arvy, tell them.”

“HE WAS HELPING ME!” I slap my face harder. Harder. “Believe women! BELIEVE WOMEN!”

“OK! We believe you. We believe you. Just stop hitting yourself.”

“Are you sure you’re OK?”

“Baby, stop!”

The girlfriend tries to pry the beanpole off Wolf, but he shoves her back—he’s drunk! He’s got Wolf by the collar, lifting him off the ground. Wolf struggles to find his footing, his toes searching the carpet, trying to kick, trying to flee.

Another partygoer sweeps in, followed by a train of others. “We need to use th—” He gasps in delight. “Fight? FIGHT!”

Wolf is grunting. I can’t see what Beanpole is doing. “Fuckin’ kick your ass, man.”

“He’s gonna kill him!”

Siphoning every last drop of adrenaline and Mona coursing through my system, I draw deep breaths, fusing them into a makeshift superpower. With a wild battle cry, I suck in a breath, lunge off the bed, and scream—“AAAHHHAHHHHHH!!!!” I punt my foot straight up beanpole’s ass. WHAM!

Beanpole croaks, seizing up in a long, deep, hollowed-out inhalation. Wide-eyed, he drops to his knees.

The room falls silent, mixed emotions coming into focus—some directed at him, some directed at me.

“I’m sorry,” I mutter. “I’m sorry.”

Beanpole rotates, slowly, morphing into a different brand of beast. He glares.

“Fu-cking bitch.”

“She kicked you in the nuts, bro,” some guy cackles.

He rubs his taint. “This crazy bitch just assaulted me. I’ve been assaulted!”

The guys in the doorway are howling, laughing hysterically. “Someone call the cops!”

I look at Wolf; he stares back, just as wide-eyed and sober as me. Cops? Aw, hell no.

RUN.

With magnetic force, I spring for Wolf, clamp his hand, and shoot off through the crowd. I hold my breath, trapping everything I have inside my body. I push it outward like a shield—a surge—as I plow through the crowd, roaring. Literally. “THANK YOU I MEAN IT BUT FUCK OOOOFFFFF!”

Near the open front door, three familiar girls dance, loitering like dolled-up vultures. “Oh my god, Arvy!” Sadie squeals. Behind her, the other two girls from Stein sip from long curly straws in prosecco bottles. “Girls, she’s here. The Mona. Chanel!” Sadie hollers, searching the crowd.

Wolf and I bolt past them, our feet pummeling the rickety wooden porch steps. Dark oaks line the property. Wolf’s car is parked at the edge of the balding lawn.

We dash past scattered partygoers and fuck-rocking vehicles. Dried grass crunches beneath us. Chaotic protests echo behind us, shrieks bleeding into the night.

“Stop her!”

“She’s a psycho in love—let her go.”

“Which one of you fucks scared off my dealer?” Fucking Harold cries.

“She’s getting away. Chanel!”

“Where’s the Mona?” I huff. Wolf’s stride lengthens, and he pulls ahead.

“In my underwear!” We’re almost to the car, our conjoined sprint forking as we near the bumper. My calves are cramping, headache pounding—

Bushes tremble in my periphery, suddenly flooded with light. A motion detector has been tripped. Chanel is squatting, peeing behind the closest bush. A scraggly Gollum-like figure keeps watch. His facial features expand when he sees us.

“Len?” Wolf squawks.

Len rushes across the lawn to catch us, abandoning his companion still pissing in the bushes.

“Len, the fuck are you doing here?” Wolf pants. He drops his keys and scrambles. I jiggle the door handle, whipping glances behind my shoulder.

A pack of wild thespians are gaining on us, phones in hand. “It’s the orgasm girl!”

Len’s silky blouse flaps in the wind. Gold flip-flops and tight acid-washed jeans constrict his stride. “Arvy, hey sugar, hi, wow, what a night—”

“Get in the car, get in the car!” Wolf dashes into the driver’s seat, and I’m quick to follow, catching the fanny pack he tosses across the center console. Len is crawling into the back seat, an eager, crazed look in his eyes.

“Len!” Wolf barks.

“Hi, where we going? Can I come?” Len carols.

“Get out of my car!”

Through the window, I can barely make out Chanel in the floodlights, scrambling to pull up her underwear and slacks. She yelps, trips, and falls.

“We should go,” Len says, but Wolf is already cranking the engine, peeling out past the parked cars.

In the back seat, Len is disheveled and shaky, constantly checking behind his shoulder. He just left Chanel. He looks like a rabid animal, a fever on the rise.

“Was that Chanel?” I heave, trying to win back my breath.

“Chanel? No! It’s just me.”

“I just saw her.”

Tweaked out, Len scours the back seat, his gaze darting wildly until he sights the fanny pack in my lap. His eyes bulge. Outside, trees whip past and streetlamps spotlight a clear shot of road.

“Len, what are you doing here?” Wolf barks. “Did Chanel bring you?”

“What, can’t a girl tag along for a drink when she’s thirsty? Hi, Arvy.” Crawling over the console like a kid stealing a front seat, he wedges himself between us. Wolf recoils, shoulders hitching. Len invades my seat, wiggling his hips to make room. The entire length of his body crowds me, and I shudder, feeling Mona’s last breath zip up my spine.

“Boy, that party really died quick, huh? Arvy?” Len’s dilated pupils fixate on me, glossy and black. The fuck is wrong with him?

“Len, you’re high,” Wolf asserts evenly. “Get out.”

“Don’t be so testy. You love this view. Hi, Arvy.”

Oh god, please don’t let Len mention—

“So, hey, where we going? Great, listen, Arvy”—he leans in close, right into my ear—“about those pills you sold me—”

“You sold to him?” Wolf spits.

“It was just a little sale,” I say.

“The fuck, Arvy! When? This morning?”

Len’s fingers walk toward the fanny pack. I smack them away. “It’s not my fault—you were on the phone!”

Wolf’s hands wring the wheel, his forehead dropping to his knuckles.

“You were taking so long to get things moving. I didn’t know if I could trust you, if you were just stalling. You seemed distracted.”

“I was distracted, Arvy! Jesus, I woke up this morning and bought a stranger a Taco Bell burrito, next thing I know I’m running around with fuckin’ date rape drugs in my pants.”

“I said I was sorry!” A heated argument breaks out—him divulging his shock and outrage over what just happened, and me apologizing profusely.

Len rips the fanny pack from my hands, whips around, and lunges for the back seat.

“Len!” I try to grab his blouse and crawl after him, but he spins onto his back and kicks me in the tit. Ah!

“I have money! I’m sorry! I promise I’ll pay!”

I tackle him in the back seat. I try to pry the fanny pack from his hands, but he punches my knuckles and tucks the bag between his thighs, growling. “I said I’ll pay!”

I’m in a tug-o-war with a Mona-obsessed crocodile, dodging sharp kicks and snapping teeth. He bites my hand. “Aaaahhhhhh!”

Wolf slams on the brakes, and the force knocks us both forward. I stumble spine-first into the back-seat floorboards, my neck slamming into the passenger’s seat. My jostled brain roars inside my skull. I squeeze my fists, relieved when I feel them close on the velvet pack.

It takes me a moment to figure out what is happening, why we’ve stopped. Everything is still; all I can hear is my lungs panting. Len’s tucked behind the driver’s seat, his head dangling between his knees. He wobbles, his woozy groans filling the cabin. He looks around. His mouth is bleeding.

Wolf swings open the back door and drags Len’s limp, stupefied body out and across the asphalt. Len scrapes his heels against the road, rasping sweet words mixed with minor insults. Wolf sets him down at the road’s edge.

Wolf steps back, tripping over his own exhausted feet, his chest heaving all the while. He whips out his phone and starts swiping.

“Go home, Len,” he says, resolved to a gentle demand.

“I want Mona,” Len whines, wriggling in the grass like a dazed baby, too tired for reason. He tries to sit up but flops back down.

“Your Uber will be here in nine minutes.” Wolf bends over to catch his breath. “Just go home, Len. I’ll call you tomorrow.” He drags his feet, a zombie coming to my rescue. I crawl out of the car.

“You OK?” he pants.

I straighten my clothes. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

He rubs his mouth, his hollow cheeks so drained of color, they glow under the streetlamps. “I can’t believe you sold to him. How much?”

“Just one.” I cringe. “Plus one.”

“Two.”

I shrug. “I guess he liked them.”

At the side of the car, Wolf flops back against the tire fender and drags his spine down the metal frame until his ass plops to the ground. He wavers there, propping forearms atop his knees. His head drops. “No. Selling. To men. Please.” His voice cracks under its own exhaustion.

I crouch, scooting closer to him on the ground. Knowing what I know now—how violently Mona treated Adele and Betty Mayo, how it treated me in that bathroom—I can’t deny that Mona has a dark side. This morning, she gave me the greatest orgasm of my life. An hour ago, she force-fed me a nightmare.

I can’t ignore it anymore; I have to know…

“Wolf? What happened in that maintenance closet?”

He groans, tipping his head back to inhale the entire sky. He swipes a hand over his forehead. I can hear the sweat smeared from his brow.

“I won’t judge, I promise. Just tell me what happened.”

Fingers massage his eye sockets. Hard. “Nothing happened, Arvy.”

“You say that, but I know what I saw. That girl stumbled out of that closet like her entire life was ruined in it. Something happened. I just need to know if it was something bad.”

“What if it was? What if it was, what then? That shit you pulled in the bathroom back there, Arvy? Imagine the roles reversed. You caged in a room with a guy high on Mona.”

A shiver creeps up my spine.

“That is why we can’t sell Mona to men. I love Len, but guys like him—they don’t give a shit about the consequences, they don’t care who or what they hurt so long as they get what they want.”

“But…” I swallow back the one question that plagues me, but it comes out anyway. Hope seeking a hopeful answer. “You didn’t hurt her. Right?”

Wolf shakes his head like I’m playing a bad joke on repeat. “Unbelievable,” he mutters. “You know, if I made a list of all the possible things someone might accuse me of, sexual assault wouldn’t be the last thing—’cause it wouldn’t even be on the fucking list. If you knew me, if you knew where I come from, who I come from, you’d know that I am the last person to ever, ever force myself on someone. I know my limits, Arvy.”

Clenched fists ring the fanny pack, the tiny pebbles shifting and shuffling beneath the fabric. “I just…”

Wolf rolls his neck to the side, his slackened eyes so tired, so hungry for some shred of mercy.

“W-we could still make this work. We can still sell to Chanel—we can call her, sell the Mona right now. All of it, right now.”

He chuckles darkly—the huff of a madman, exhausted in his prison. “You think we can sell to Chanel now? Arvy. It was Len who tipped her off. Knowing them, Len would just buy it all off Chanel once she got it, paying her whatever ridiculous price she wanted for it. I don’t have a problem selling to Len, I have a problem selling Mona to Len. Chanel will not.”

“OK, seriously, can we drop the whole male-savior moral-boy-scout drug dealer act? You talk like people don’t have agency, like women are just helpless creatures who can’t fend for themselves, and all men are susceptible to being accidental rapists—”

He shakes his head. “I didn’t say that.”

“We can’t control what people choose to do. The second we start assuming the worst of people, that’s the second we stop trusting people.”

“You’re right! I don’t trust some people. Not because I assume the worst of them—I’ve seen the worst of them. I’ve sold to good people, and I’ve sold to not-so-good people. And believe it or not, some good people on drugs turn into not-so-good people.”

“Chanel was probably going to sell Mona to Len anyway. What difference does it make if we sell it to her now or hours ago? What’s changed?”

He waves me off. “You don’t understand—”

“I don’t understand because I DON’T CARE. I had a gun in my mouth this morning, Wolf. A loaded gun. I can still taste the metal in the back of my throat. Your convoluted moral compass—your ‘trust issues’—are going to get me killed if I can’t make ten thousand dollars in a day. A day.”

He winces at my argument, a little piece of him looking like it might break off if he gives in to what I’m saying. “Your guy probably won’t kill you,” he says defeatedly. “He’ll probably just—”

“What?” I snap.

I watch him swallow something that doesn’t taste so nice.

“He’ll probably just what, Wolf?”

His boots scrape the asphalt, like they’re sniffing out an answer that might sedate this conversation. “We need to lay low,” he murmurs.

“Fine. We’ll go to your place.”

He shakes his head. “Len and Chanel know where I live. We’ll crash at your house.”

I think of Shelley, having to revisit what happened. I’m not ready, not yet. “Please. I don’t want to go back there.”

“Well, then where, Arvy? I’m not sleeping in a fucking car tonight.”

I hitch my shoulder, feeling resourceless and small. “I dunno. One of your friends, maybe? I can call Chad!”

He glares. “I would rather die.” In the distance, Len groans. I can hear his little body kicking and wriggling in the grass, a sweet Southern twang in his incoherent murmurs. “You all right, Len?” Wolf calls, rising to his feet.

“I want Mona,” he mopes like a toddler.

Tears sting my throat and flood my vision until Wolf is merely a blur. A ghost floating in liquid light. “I’m sorry,” I mutter, burying my face in my hands. A shudder runs through me. “I’m so sorry.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. No need for that.” His boots draw near. “OK, I’m sorry. Hey, I’m sorry.” I let him help me to my feet. In an instant, I’m burying my entire being into his chest.

“This all wouldn’t be happening if I hadn’t taken that stupid Mona. I didn’t even want the Mona, I just wanted to sleep. I just wanted to—sleep with you.”

“Well, I wanted to sleep with you, but I didn’t do anything. So, there. We’re even.”

“You think I’m dumb.”

“I would never think that.” He pats my hair as I weep. Now there’s two blubbering babies on the scene.

“I’m not crying,” I wail. “I just feel like shiiiiiiiiiiiit.” He chuckles softly, though I know it’s not out of condescension or ridicule.

“It’s OK. Shhhh.” He rocks me back and forth, swaying our bodies in a slow dance.

“I fucked up.”

“I fuck up all the time. It’s OK.”

I step back, slurping back tears. “Are you mad at me? About the bathroom, I mean?”

He combs a finger through my hair, his voice hoarse with fatigue. “I’m mad at myself. I can’t imagine everything you’ve been through today, everything you’ve been through this year, what with your mom and your exams… I should never have let you take the lead with Chanel back at Stein. That was my bad. If I’m being honest, I should have never hit up Chanel in the first place. I know better.”

I wipe my nose on the heel of my palm. “I believe you, by the way. About the maintenance closet. The girl. You told me nothing happened, and I’m sorry I was harboring doubts. God—I’m even more sorry I wasn’t saying anything. I’m just—I dunno, jealous, confused. I’m tired. I’m So. Fucking. Tired. I can’t think straight. I—I need to sleep.”

Down the road, headlights approach. Wolf checks his phone—Len’s Uber is here.

He purses his lips and sighs. “I was really hoping it wouldn’t come to this.” He taps out a message on his phone, the screen illuminating his face. I imagine him texting another one of his eccentric clients, or maybe some ex-girlfriend he occasionally fucks on the side. Another person to witness my pathetic side car act, my inability to clean up my own mess.

I grumble. “It’s two in the morning,” I mutter pessimistically.

He frowns. “She’s up.”
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In a sparse rural suburb on the outskirts of town, I follow Wolf as he steps up to an immaculate lamplit door, its black lacquer gleaming. Terra-cotta pots border the wrap around porch, overflowing with rich fresh dirt, pink petunias, and sweet potato vines like some dreamy Jane Austen estate. A white, hand-painted sign sticks out of the nearest bouquet: NO BOYS ALLOWED.

Wolf fidgets, tipping pots and searching soil. He smoked two cigarettes on the way over, and he’s now chomping on a stick of gum. We passed Mom’s tree on the way here, and for a second I thought about bumming one of those cigarettes just to drive out the splinter in my chest. I could barely make out the tree’s form in the vast darkness, but the crippled outline was burned into my memory. I should have never asked to see the photos of Mom’s wreck. I should have left it to my imagination.

Wolf spits his gum into his hand and chucks it toward the tree line at the edge of the lot. He steps farther down the line of porch windows, cupping his hands to the glass. I clutch my phone and idle by the door, holding the fanny pack while looking for more signs or pretty things to study.

I jolt when the door swings open.

A majestic woman in a men’s pajama set props her hand up against the siding. It’s hard to decipher her age—she’s too stunning for that. Her dark, tousled, wavy hair is tied atop her head. Tiny gold necklaces gleam in the porch light below her collarbone, her shallow cleavage boned and freckled. And though I can tell she’s not wearing makeup, her pouty lips, dagger chin, and high cheekbones glow as if she were. Everything about her exudes strong feminine grace. Her chocolate eyes and tar-pit-black pupils gleam like coffee and onyx.

“Are you Arvy?” She cocks an eyebrow, then smirks at my outfit. I’m still wearing my sleep shorts. My shirt is wrinkled and torn from Mona’s bathroom assault, and I’m pretty sure my hair looks like a wind turbine tried to have sex with it.

“Hey.” Wolf swoops in front of me like a human shield. “Sorry. I don’t have a key anymore.”

“I know,” she says evenly, her eyes never leaving mine. She offers me her hand. “I’m Rose.”

I nudge Wolf out of the way, and we shake. Rose’s unflappable celebrity air has me straightening my posture and pinching at my clothes. “Arvy,” I mumble, not nearly loud enough. “I mean, hi, I’m Arvy.”

“Cool name.” Her hand is soft, moisturized to a shine. She smells like coconut. “Come in.”

“Uh—” I point to the NO BOYS ALLOWED sign. Her hawk eyes shoot a knowing glance at Wolf, mouth hitched in a mischievous smirk fit for power and aristocracy.

“He’s the only wolf we let into the henhouse.” She tows Wolf affectionately past the threshold. He pecks the corner of her lips and whispers something into her ear. She nods like she already knows. “Yeah, OK.”

The foyer is charming in a way I’ve only seen in movies. An eclectic array of pop art and mood boards layers the walls of the entry, a collage of chaos and influence. Hung above a full-length mirror, a pink neon sign in whipped cursive tells me where I am.

SAYTER HOUSE.

Rose and Wolf chatter softly to the side. I browse the museum of wall-pinned images. Photos of ancient ruins. Anatomical prints. Scenes of folklore and Greek nymphs. Cultural references spanning centuries: Women’s suffrage. Witch trials. Tribal ceremonies. Civil war. Porn.

Handwritten Post-its infest a tall coatrack, pinned to colorful scarves and purses—love letters between sisters. The word CUNT appears on several.

HEY CUNT, LOVE YOU.

YOU ARE SO CUNT. LOVE, CUNT

NATALIA’S A CUNT AND SHE KNOWS IT.

LOVE YOU, CUNTS!

“It’s late. You guys should get some sleep,” Rose says, pulling me from my stupor. She hitches her thumb at the staircase. “I just had a girl move out last week. You can take her old room. Last door on the left.” She turns to Wolf. “Sheets and pillows are on the couch.”

Wearily, he salutes, heading to the living room like a prisoner falling in line to his nightly cell.

“I can take the couch,” I say quickly.

He turns, and my stomach flutters. What is it about that sexy, exhausted slouch that fuels my longing?

“You’ve been so accommodating to me. You deserve a bed. I don’t mind.”

Rose pitches her gaze between us, suppressing a chortle as she says, with adamant finality, “No.”

She stays put, her arms crossed. Unsure, I climb the stairs one slow step at a time, turning my head to watch Wolf out of the corner of my eye. But all I see is Rose, tracking my every step. I ascend the staircase. Over the banister, I see her take Wolf’s hand and twirl him around, pulling his weight behind her until they’re both out of view. The last thing I hear before finding my room is Rose cackling in the distance—a hard belly laugh muddied by Wolf’s shushing, though he snickers, too.
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It’s hard to infer exactly how Wolf and Rose know each other. At Stein, I asked Chanel if Rose was Wolf’s boss, accepting her “more or less” reply as a yes. But watching them downstairs felt more like watching a divorced couple trade niceties. When they pecked, there was an undeniable ease of affection, yet their terse candor felt more like that of ex-lovers. Associates with benefits, perhaps? But she’s so much older than him. Her face carries the same deep grooves of experience and wisdom my mother’s had. Mom would have turned fifty this year.

The guest room is cozy. Wicker furniture and frilly linens. A thin quilt perfect for summer nights. Being here, I miss Mom. I think about her sitting alone in Wolf’s apartment, leaning against the sofa’s armrest. I hope she’s sleeping.

I sneak a peek inside a wicker dresser drawer, finding a trove of hospitality. Breath mints. Tampons. Foam earplugs. And a row of white cotton shirts rolled up like cannolis. I pop a breath mint and borrow a shirt to sleep in, appreciating its roomy XL comfort. I remove my orgasm-soaked underwear, but step back into my sleep shorts. Best I can do for now.

A white charging cable snakes out atop the nightstand. Plugging in never felt so good.

I settle under the covers, seizing up when the bed frame creaks. I roll onto my side using the least amount of force possible. By the size of the house and the number of doors I passed, I’m guessing at least a dozen girls live at Sayter. My head meets the pillow.

Coming off an emotionally spun day, I’m just now feeling the cruel aftermath of it all, a looming depression so jaded it would rather sink me into the ground than make the rounds again tomorrow. I can’t sleep, and the feeling grows, burying me under a new feeling I’ve never felt before. I feel…

Worthless. Infinitely void of all joy.

The feeling isn’t dramatic or violent or even remotely like any normal sense of sadness. Rather it’s disconnected, like it’s sitting outside of me. I turn my head, half expecting to see Death perched on the dresser, twiddling her thumbs like there is no thrill of the catch anymore.

Is this what Mom felt like? Is this the feeling that coursed through her veins… before she—

I snatch my phone off the nightstand, scootching closer so as not to pull the charger from the wall socket.

In a haze, I check my email and reread the last correspondence I received from my internship coordinator. I solve the Wordle. Anything to get away from my thoughts, from this emptiness I don’t understand. I’m revisiting Wolf’s first texts from this morning when a new bubble pops up.


You’re not studying, are you?



I smile. Big.


Try not to misbehave while we’re here, k? No more poppin monas when no one’s lookin ;)



I stare at the screen, hungry to drag out the conversation. I type a few words but erase them just as quickly. I try to remember a joke, something witty.

Fuck it. I call him.

“Hey,” he rasps.

“Hey.”

A long stillness follows, and I worry that I made the wrong decision to call. During the day, I feel solid, but at night, Wolf’s presence scatters me. I feel like a groupie, too eager, too lonely. Too needy to be attractive. I hover the phone below my ear. Would it be weird to ask if we could just stay like this, not talking until we fall asleep?

“Is it just me, or is life a cruel and horrible existence?” I blurt out.

“You got the blues?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe.”

“Serotonin.” I hear a rustling—a shifting in his sprawl. “Drugs like Molly release large amounts of serotonin. If you feel like shit, it’s because you literally are shit right now. All the good stuff left the building.”

“Well. Shit.”

“Guess our Mona is a close relative of Molly. Sorry.”

Silence.

“Aftermath is rough,” he adds, like he’s also gripping at straws. “If you need some weed, I think I might have a gummy somewhere in the car.”

“I’m good, but thank you.”

I wait for his response.

“You’re welcome.” His voice is muffled, like his face is smooshed against a pillow.

“What do you do when you can’t sleep?”

He inhales through his nose. “Smoke. Jerk off. If I’m wired, I’ll run laps around my complex. Tire myself out.”

“What position are you in?”

He groans, low and satisfied. “The best position.”

“Stomach sleeper?”

“Feels good on my dick.”

I suck in my smile. “I hear mattress humpers make a decent living on the internet. If the whole hot drug dealer thing doesn’t work out—”

“Entrepreneur,” he grumbles.

“I’m sure the pillow-humping community would love—”

“What is it, baby girl?”

“Hmm?”

“You wouldn’t have called if you didn’t want something.”

I roll over to my other side, testing a new angle. “I’m nervous,” I rasp.

“Mmm. Your voice is sexy when you’re nervous.”

“I bet you say that to all the girls.”

“Only the ones I’m about to have phone sex with.”

My hand flies up to my mouth, muffling the snickers escaping my fingers.

“Just kidding,” he says gruffly. “We can’t do that here.” He’s stretching—I can hear it in the way he groans.

I walk to the door, turning the latch with a soft click. “What is ‘here,’ anyway? What is this place?” I creep down the hall.

“Save it for the morning.” He yawns, but I’m already making my way down the staircase, hugging the wall to keep the floorboards from creaking. When he sees me step into the living room, lingering under the archway that divides the den from the foyer, he cranes his head from the couch. His face is hidden in shadow.

“You forgot your shorts,” he says evenly.

I tug my shorts down so he can see them underneath my shirt.

Just off the side of the living room, another archway offers dim light from a kitchen—a tiny stove lamp left on. Its faint reach outlines shabby textiles and bold-colored furniture. I see two couches. A collapsed love seat. Velvet floor cushions and mismatched end tables. A fireplace with stacks of books in it. Central heating doesn’t get much play in Texas.

I take my time studying the room as I draw closer to Wolf. I hang up and set my phone on the coffee table.

“All these short shorts are gonna send me into cardiac arrest,” he says in the dark.

“Nothing your twentysomething heart can’t handle.” I take a seat on the carpet near the head of the couch, my shoulder level with his mop of hair. His body spans the cushions, his back cloaked by a purple patchwork quilt.

“How old are you?” I ask. His eyes are closed.

“Twenty-five.” He says it like it’s old. “You?”

“Twenty-two.”

He grins against his pillow. “What’s your sign?”

“Cancer. You?”

“I’m a Pisces.”

“Mmm. That checks.”

“Why? We compatible?”

“Actually, yes,” I muse. “My mom liked astrology.” I get a little quiet after saying that, clasping my knees to my chest. I look to the kitchen.

“I can smell you, you know,” he says, his eyes still closed.

I freeze.

“On my arms,” he clarifies.

Oh god. Is it too late to run back upstairs?

“S-sorry,” I mutter, embarrassment beating loud inside my chest.

He smiles. Licks his lips. “Didn’t say I didn’t like it.”

I lie down on the carpet, nestling perpendicular to his length. Wolf is lying on his stomach; I can still see his face near the sofa’s edge and the slight bend of his knee peeking out from the quilt. “You mentioned on the street that… when we were at the apartment… you were maybe thinking the same thing I was thinking. I mean, that we could… that you wanted to… you know.”

I hear him swallow.

“Did I understand that right? I mean—you wanted to… with me?”

He doesn’t move, his smile having faded to a lax line. He nods his head.

“So, it wouldn’t be totally lame if I… asked for—” I squeeze my eyes shut—“a good-night kiss?”

Silence. Dead fucking silence. I peep one eye open.

He winces, his profile outlined against the cushion’s edge. “I can’t. Not here.”

Inside, I’m running back upstairs. I’m halfway to my room, falling flat on the hallway runner, waking the entire house to witness my cringeworthy reaction to a boy’s rejection.

“Anything else I can offer you?” he says politely. “Something nonsexual, perhaps?”

I take my time spackling the cracks in my ego, building up the courage to maybe ask again in an older, sexier, more aristocratic way. But that empty feeling from before has returned, having taken its chance to sneak back in after hearing Wolf’s decline.

I sigh, closing both eyes. I think about it. “Donuts.”

He huffs a breath, sounding a bit more awake than before. “You like donuts, Arvy?” Near my hip, I feel fingers dawdle, loitering by my waist. I hear his dangling arm brush against the sofa’s velvet upholstery next to me. God, he wasn’t kidding—even I can smell my sex scent on his forearm.

“My mom used to make donuts from scratch all the time,” I continue, keeping my eyes closed, letting his hovering fingers soothe me into a childhood memory. “She’d lay them out on the counter, fresh and ready, and I’d rush over to carefully inspect every single one until I found the most perfect donut.” His hand drifts, tracing a slice of exposed skin beneath my shirt. “But I wouldn’t eat it.”

“No?” he says groggily.

“No. I’d put it on a plate and leave it out, so that all of Mom’s witchy little friends knew the most perfect one was mine.”

“Hmm. So no one was allowed to touch Arvy’s perfect donut.”

I shake my head, my breath sharpening when a seducing fingertip skates my hip. “Nope.”

He hooks a finger under the hem of my shorts. I wonder if his eyes are still closed but enjoy the mystery of not knowing. It’s more promising to let the sounds I hear tell a story. I hear him breathe through his nose. I hear a faint swallow. The fluorescent stove lamp buzzes in the kitchen.

Fingers draw a circle near the inside of my thigh. My stomach hollows out, arousal fizzing quick and low.

“Describe it,” he says.

“Hmm?”

“This ‘perfect’ donut of yours. Describe it to me. Like it’s right here”—he taps my thigh, tracing a circle around the pinpoint—“right here by my hand.”

I hold my breath, arousal coursing, stirring my nerves. “It’s… warm.”

“Mmm.”

“Supple. Soft to the touch.” My breath shallows.

Like a sorcerer summoning magic, he continues his circular tracings. “Glazed?”

I almost laugh, breaking the spell. “Perfectly.” My chest swells with the incantation of his hand weaving magic atop my thigh, its wand closing in on the pattern, making the circle smaller. Two fingers round the aperture, massaging it. It winds tighter. If this is “nonsexual,” give me nonsexual every day.

“It has”—my voice cracks—“an opening.” We break and snicker softly, and I’m thankful for the synchronicity, imagining our chests bouncing together. Hearts beating the same song. His fingers massage the spot, gently roping my sensitive flesh.

“Sounds delicate,” he says.

“Mmm. It is.”

“And how might one eat this perfect… warm… supple… glazed… delicate donut?”

I hum, feeling consciousness slip ever so slightly into a dreamlike dimension when I whisper, “Carefully.”

“Hmm. I’ll remember that.”

Even with his fingers moving, even with arousal waltzing low in my stomach, I can sense our dance dwindling—a call to sleep. Wolf’s breath evens, and it isn’t long before I feel my own rhythms taper off.

Like two magnets joining, Wolf’s hand meets mine atop my stomach. Not clasping. Just touching. Just there. For now.
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The tail end of a dream siphons off as I open my eyes. I don’t recognize the ivory-toned ceiling above me, or the coffee table and couch sandwiching me like the walls of a coffin. But then I spy a lean, muscular arm dangling off the couch, and I remember silky fingers that skated my stomach before falling asleep.

Wolf’s hand is still there. Still resting on my belly. Which is bare, my shirt having crept up in my sleep.

Groggy, I wiggle, hoping to invite another caress. A slight movement catches my eye. My body steels.

Someone is watching me.

A ghostly figure stands beneath the archway that separates the living room from the foyer. Her pale hair and angelic features are unmistakable—the blonde from yesterday morning. And again from the Puka. Imogen. Fully dressed and primped, she holds a steaming coffee cup, her long legs glistening in the sunbeams that pour through the front windows. The natural light casts an eerie haze.

She looks—lifeless. Dead-set and puzzled in her vacant stare. I can’t tell if she’s real or a figment of my imagination.

For a few stiff seconds, we hold eye contact. My tentative smile hitches. I wave. Hi.

Thudding footfalls descend in the distance. As if cued, she drifts out of sight. Someone is coming down the stairs.

Shit. I swat Wolf’s hand from my belly and yank down my shirt. I scramble to my feet barely a millisecond before Rose crosses the threshold, stops, and darts a gaze at my precarious sleeping arrangement.

“Hmm,” she says tersely. “Were your private accommodations not to your liking?”

“I, I couldn’t sleep,” I say, righting my clothes and fixing my disheveled ponytail. “I mean I could, I slept fine, I just—I wanted to sleep with Wolf.”

Her eyes flare.

“Not with him! Beneath him—uh, next to him. On the floor! Separate.”

Her gaze travels the length of Wolf’s sprawl, his quilt having fallen to the rug. He’s still fully dressed. Even his boots stayed on overnight. “I assume Wolf mentioned the house rules?” she says.

“Not entirely, but I get the gist.”

“Good. Last thing we need around here is another scandal.” She starts toward the kitchen. “Come have breakfast. And by that, I mean make me some. I can’t cook for shit.”

Tempering my jitters, I check my phone on the coffee table. My Chemical Bio final is at 11:00 a.m. My home screen shows 9:03, along with a notification from an unknown number. Francis Pete just texted me a photo.


Marge is feeling better today! I took her to Shipley’s and we made up over chocolate milk and donut holes. Isn’t she beautiful?



In a selfie, they lean over a Formica countertop, locking arms and smiling for the camera. They wear upside-down paper bags on their heads like make-believe crowns—a scrawny king and his mighty queen. My morning jitters subside, replaced by a somber nostalgia. Marge’s eyes are swollen, the same pinkish, glossy tint as my mother’s eyes on mornings when she had lost hours of sleep to crying. She didn’t like me to hold her at night; she said it made her feel old and unwed.

See you tonight, Francis Pete says. [image: ]

Just kidding, I’m serious. [image: ]

In a country kitchen off the living room, Rose sits at a wooden table, sipping coffee. I skirt her like a tourist uncertain of my welcome.

I take inventory of Sayter’s groceries. Everything in the fridge is marked with names, shelves organized in a fashion that screams Don’t touch. Even the walk-in pantry is too segregated to feel communal. By the way Rose dispassionately observes me over the rim of her coffee, I can’t help but feel like this is a test. A first-round screening for new applicants she brings into Sayter. Lucky for me, I have no interest in being tested this early in the morning. I grab a loaf of bread from the counter and toast two slices, setting out a brick of butter and a jar of unmarked jam. It takes me several minutes to find a butter knife.

“Smart girl,” she says, scraping a medallion of butter across the toast’s face. “Did you know it’s physically impossible to fuck up toast? You burn it—just scrape off the top. Add butter. Fucking delicious.” She takes a bite.

“Did you know the term ‘toasting’ at dinner comes from toast?”

“I did know that,” she murmurs, buffing her fingertips of crumbs. “A pinch of toast warmed the wine and soaked up the acidity, making cheap vino taste better for guests.”

“Smart girl,” I echo.

She shrugs. “I read better than I sleep. There’s coffee in the pot.”

I graciously accept and pour myself a cup, wishing I was wearing pajama pants rather than shorts. Wishing I had taken a shower last night instead of shacking up next to Wolf. Wishing I liked black coffee. Hopefully, a cup or two will get my head back on straight.

“So”—I clear my throat—“h-how long have you known Wolf?”

She thinks about it. “Since he was a baby.” Sitting across from her, I take a sip.

“That’s nice. A-and y’all are—close?”

She smiles, a thought blooming behind her eyes. She nods.

I nod. “Cool.”

“Are you the jealous type, Arvy?”

I snort, masquerading my nerves. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

“That’s sweet.”

“You don’t get jealous?”

She takes a swig of coffee, waving off my question like a housefly she sees every day. “Jealousy is for women who lack self-worth, and you won’t find any of those women here. Well”—she shrugs—“not usually.”

Wolf slouches into the kitchen, looking dog-tired. He sniffs his collar. “Morning,” he says, gravel in his throat.

Rose puckers her lips, a smug expression dawning on her face when Wolf bends over to peck her cheek. “Coffee, baby?” she says.

“Yeah, thanks.” He grabs creamer from the fridge, the hem of his shirt hitching north when he reaches up to scratch his scalp. I try to avert my eyes, but his happy trail taunts me, peeking out from the waistband of his boxers.

He peers at me, then at Rose, over his shoulder. “What are you talking about?”

“Nothing.” Rose’s sultry eyes latch onto mine. She lifts her mug to her nose like a demon sniffing out some prized possession. “Sorry about the couch, Wolfie.” She draws a long sip. “To be honest, I was kind of hoping you might come crawl into bed with me last night. You know, like in the old days. Middle of the night.” She winks at me.

Wolf pours creamer into his mug. “That was a long time ago.”

“Mmm.” Her voice drops, oozing with sex. “It was. I miss seeing you there.”

He looks up from his coffee, a dubious scowl twisting his face. When he notices Rose’s unflinching gaze skewering me across the table, carving out my eyeballs, he shakes his head. Smiles into his cup. “Be nice, Mom.”

Mom?

I nearly spit up my coffee.

“I would, but it’s just so boring,” she pouts, the malice draining from her face like someone pulled the plug on her favorite game. She tucks one leg beneath the other.

“Arvy, this is my mother, Rose Woods,” he says without skipping a beat. “The sickest woman south of the Mason Dixon.”

“Be nice,” she quips, eyeing him evenly. “Sorry,” she adds to me, her eyes softening, though her gaze still evaluates me like an art collector. Under Rose’s watch, I feel considered.

My unease tapers off into relief, a slight nervous laugh doing its thing. “I thought y’all were lovers.”

They nod, resigned, like it’s not the first time someone has made that assumption. Neither seems shocked, only affirming Rose’s claim that she and Wolf are close.

“You’ll have to forgive my sense of humor,” she says. “The mother thing—it’s always been a dress that doesn’t quite fit me.” I side-eye Wolf, but he simply sips his coffee, staring at the table like he is often shackled to it. I wonder if Wolf is allowed upstairs.

Rose says some more things about motherhood being tricky and how some women aren’t meant to be mothers, and I watch Wolf continue to drink his coffee like it’s normal for a mother to have this conversation in front of her child. When he sits between us, I try to read his face, but there’s nothing, leading me to believe he’s either too tired to react or too trained to stay quiet. Either way, it’s a marvel to see how OK he is hearing a grown woman’s hard truth, how secure and nonchalant. Rose offhandedly jokes about being a better mother to girls than boys, and for the first time I see Wolf’s eyes tip up to meet mine. Like he’s checking on me and not the other way around.

The more she talks, the more I ponder Mom’s true relationship to motherhood. Growing up, it wasn’t so much that Mom didn’t fit me, but that I didn’t fit her. I was so scared of the funk, it made me more unwilling to be like her, and I wonder if that made her sad.

All I wanted was for her not to be sad.

Over the next fifteen minutes, Wolf and Rose discuss some global news story I know nothing about, and I notice how quick Rose is to question Wolf’s verbiage, policing every opinion like she’s checking for holes. Wolf holds his own, though I can’t tell if it’s a commendable behavior or a defensive one. Half a dozen Sayter girls whisk in and out of the kitchen, grabbing breakfast and introducing themselves after Rose introduces me. A few get chummy with Wolf, playfully kicking his chair, sticking out their tongues as brothers and sisters might. One of them hits him up about a birth control refill.

On the fridge, I see a printed-out work schedule for the Puka.

“So, you own the Puka Shell?” I ask Rose. She tips her head.

“Investor. We bought into it about—what, three years ago?” she asks Wolf. “I had just sold the Sayter House in Chicago, came down here to visit a friend, and stopped into the Puka for a drink. It was in disarray, but the owner was cool—we hit it off over a bottle of cheap Merlot. She wanted to retire, and I wanted a new start for Sayter, so I made her an offer to renovate the Puka and… yeah. It’s slow during the week, but weekends make up for it. Still trying to convince the owner to make it more college friendly.”

“So, this isn’t the only Sayter—uh, chapter? There are other houses?”

“No, we just migrate every few years. That mobility is good for Sayter—keeps the candidates diverse. We used to operate solely as a nonprofit, but with inflation—let’s just say it was easier to privatize after my parents passed. Seemed like a fun way to drain their trust fund.” Again, I look at Wolf. “Buying the Puka was supplementary, sort of a financial experiment.”

“Didn’t you say your mom used to hang out there sometimes?” Wolf turns to Rose. “Maybe you knew her. Doris something?”

“Keening,” I say, more eager than intended.

Rose shakes her head. “Doesn’t ring a bell. You have a picture?”

I do, but scrolling through my phone is like going down memory lane. When I pulled pictures for Mom’s memorial, I found myself holding my breath more than reminiscing, worrying that the funk was lurking behind my shoulder, wanting control over the selections. “My phone’s dead,” I lie, feeling my word choice. “She, um—she passed away. Last month.”

“I’m sorry.”

I shrug.

“You’re quite young to lose a mother.”

I shrug again, a heavy silence settling between us. I check behind my shoulder, sensing that eerie feeling of being watched. I half expect to see Imogen beneath the archway or perhaps sitting in the living room, but the house is quiet.

“Your name means grief.”

I turn back to Rose, not sure I heard her right. Her lips press into a line. “Keening. It’s the sound someone makes when they’re grieving. Like a prolonged wailing.”

Silence. I don’t permit my eyes to leave hers, especially after she cocks an eyebrow. Like she’s challenging me with a diagnosis, seeing if I have the stomach for it. Wolf clears his throat in embarrassment. He refills my mug with coffee.

“So.” Rose claps her hands. “I hear you have something I want. Wolf briefed me last night. He did not tell me everything, but enough to get the gist. Though I don’t know why this wasn’t brought to me first.” She addresses Wolf, “When you came into the Puka asking for a loan, you could have told me what it was for. Had I known you had Mona, I would have been more willing to listen. Frankly, I am confused. Why not sell it to me right off the bat? You know what something like that could do for us.”

He shrugs, slightly glaring when he says, “I’m here now, aren’t I?”

“I was wondering what was going on out there with Adele and Betty Mayo. Sent Imogen to investigate. It all makes sense now.” She looks past us, snickering like she can picture it. “Oh god, I would have paid to see the look on Gen’s face. Sweet moral Imogen.” A few more girls pass through the foyer with backpacks, gawking at Rose’s belly laugh like it’s a rare phenomenon. “You owe Bea an apology, by the way,” she adds to Wolf. “That bar reeked of vomit all night.”

“I’ve already set aside gummies to drop off to her tomorrow.”

Rose’s eyes ping between us. “Have you tried it?” she asks. Wolf shifts in his seat like there’s a boulder on his back. He nods. “And?”

“She’s a pill.” Wolf sighs. “Definitely rough around the edge, but with the right babysitter—yeah. It’s for real.”

Rose muses, the line in her brow deepening. “Unfortunately, here at Sayter,” she says to me, “we lose a lot of candidates to the celibacy contract. Either they won’t sign it, or they break their vow before the semester ends. I can’t seem to convince girls to make the sacrifice. Mona might give them some relief, some perspective, maybe even some incentive. One catastrophic orgasm for the exchange of, I dunno—one semester of celibacy? We could implement it into the initiation ritual. What were the aftereffects? How clean was the trip?”

“Why celibacy though?” The second it flies out of my mouth, I regret it. Wolf leans back and Rose shifts forward—a synchronous reflex. Perhaps a topic not easily, or wisely, questioned when Rose is in the room. “I mean, it’s such an odd oath.”

“Do you know why the global majority of women don’t go far in business? Why we continue to see male leaders and CEOs running the country? The global economy? The planet?”

“Um.” I fish for an answer I think she might like. “The patriarchy?”

“Cultural shaming and a deficiency in female self-worth,” she declares, with enough confidence to back her statement. “Characteristics that are so cyclical, so deep-seated through centuries of neglect, I believe they have taken root in the female sex on a cellular level.”

“Cellular,” I repeat. Rose is compelling as hell, but as a scientist, I have to wonder about this.

“A sort of fucked-up evolution,” she continues, waving her coffee mug. “Completely irreversible.”

I try to decipher where she’s going here. Wolf smiles politely, arms crossed. It’s hard to read Wolf at Sayter. He’s so comfortably upstaged. “So there’s no hope then,” I deduce.

“Of course there’s hope. That’s where Sayter comes in. We are taking intelligent, strong-willed young female minds and liberating them past the bounds of what the American education system has told them they need, what it thinks they need, on a mental and biological level.”

“They need celibacy?”

“The oath of celibacy is a catalyst for change. By cutting off romantic relationships during the incubation period, Sayter girls are better able to feel and identify their own strengths and weaknesses, the ebbs and flows of their own power, together and individually. Without the distraction of love or sex.”

I blink. What Rose is saying sounds good, but it doesn’t sit quite right. Doesn’t feel… human. “But isn’t sex-positivity a part of feminism?”

“You misunderstand.” Her tone isn’t teasing or condescending; it’s earnest. “I’m not asking them to suppress sexual desire. I’m asking them to harness it. To convert sexual energy into productive energy, to use it for a greater purpose. I’m asking them to keep it in-house. Recycle it rather than extinguish.”

I can’t help but notice how her eyes dart toward Wolf. Like she’s trying not to look at him.

I fidget with the arm of my coffee mug. It takes guts to argue with a woman like Rose. So why do I sense that she wants me to? Is she baiting me? Or is she feeling me out? “It just seems a little extreme, is all.”

“Real change requires extremity. For centuries, women have been back-seat leaders and quiet survivors. Sure, we’ve got our exceptions. But at this pace, it’s not enough. We can’t reverse history, but we can force a new one by designing our own evolutionary trajectory. Sayter is about influencing a woman’s DNA—honing her desires, while redirecting anything that might manipulate it.”

“You think sex is manipulative?” I flush, if only because it might be true. Rose is very sexy; she could win awards for it.

“Absolutely. Absolutely. By removing the distraction of sex, fusing that extra energy into ourselves, we will undoubtedly evolve into a stronger species.”

“Mom?” Wolf says. “You promised.”

Rose grimaces. Promised what?

“How much do you have?” she asks me.

“Mona?” The abrupt change in subject dizzies me. “I’d have to count. I’ve already sold some.”

“Price?”

“Sixty.”

“A gram?”

“Each.”

“Fuuuuuuuuck.” She cracks a smile, laughing and shaking her head. “Can’t be that good.”

“It’s the most intense thing I’ve ever felt in my life,” I say.

Wolf shifts in his seat. He hasn’t stopped shuffling, really, since the conversation kicked off. Though having a mom like Rose could be enough to instill a minor anxiety disorder.

“If I agree to buy this Mona,” Rose says, toying with loose threads in her pajama sleeve, “I need to protect my girls from public scrutiny. I intend for this to be a well-kept secret. An exclusive perk for Sayter girls, if you will. How can I trust that you won’t go blabbing about this purchase to your friends?”

“How do you know your girls won’t go blabbing to theirs?” I draw myself up.

“They wouldn’t. They know better.”

“I have just as much at risk as you do. If I don’t sell this Mona by tonight—” I feel Francis Pete’s gun at the back of my throat, his hot breath at my ear. Under the table, Wolf’s boot gently nudges my bare foot. He holds me with his eyes. Takes my hand into his, as if to say, You’re safe here. We’re not going to let anything happen to you.

“Arvy flies out on Friday,” Wolf says quickly, obviously picking up on my hesitance to share my circumstances with Rose. “She needs the money for an internship she starts next week in California.” A mocking smile—his rescue mission turned playful. “Pharmaceuticals. Arvy Keening doesn’t want to sell drugs, she wants to make ’em.”

I glare. “Legal ones.”

Rose considers this. “Really? Big pharma.”

“Just pharma,” I clarify.

She tilts her head. “I like that.” Her eyes narrow. “What’s your GPA?”

“Mom,” Wolf warns, no quicker than Rose throws up her palms.

“I’m just asking.”

Rose interrogates me, politely but firmly, about my academic background, family history, and future plans. I’m honest enough to admit I’m good on paper but lack passion in my field, and she nods like she understands. “Passion is overrated,” she says. “Motivation is all that matters.”

I look to Wolf; his arms are crossed, his attention having slipped downward to a fluffy white cat circling my ankles. Rose picks up the squatty furball, introducing her to me as Eleanor. I smile. “Cool. I’m allergic.”

“I’ll make you a deal,” Rose says, handing off Eleanor to Wolf. “I’ll buy the rest of your supply on two conditions. One, you complete your internship and graduate. And two…” She side-eyes Wolf, a player negotiating her slice of the pot. He frowns. Shakes his head. But her smile beams like she’s already won. “You come see me when you’re done. Whether you know what you want to do or not, you come see me and we talk. Call it an honorary membership. Pharma research is a competitive industry, and I’ve got some connections at Berkeley and Stanford that could help. I can teach you how to wedge your foot in the door the right way. You’d get all the teachings, all the perks of a Sayter girl. Postgrad.”

I look to Wolf, but a bruised expression riddles his face upon hearing Rose’s offer, like she cheated him out of something. “That’s—strangely generous. How would you hold me accountable? I could ghost you and you’d never see me again.”

“Guess that’s just something you’d have to live with. The knowledge that you turned your back on someone who once saved your ass. That is what I’m doing, isn’t it? Saving you? And don’t tell me you’re the type of woman who doesn’t need saving. We all do from time to time.”

“You’re”—I seek the right word—“dark.”

She bursts into a laugh.

“Like, I might be scared of you. Truly.”

Her laugh tapers off in her throat. “Well, if I didn’t like you before, I definitely like you now. Shame you’re graduating. Any plans to move back permanently after your internship?”

“No.” I leave it at that. I’d be surprised if I even came back for a commencement ceremony. Walking across that stage would just feel weird, knowing Mom wasn’t there. Who would I be walking for? At this point, the only thing I could fathom coming back for would be this. Rose. A guiding light of some kind. And, if I’m honest, Wolf.

“Well, consider it. I could use someone like you. It’s obvious why Wolf has taken an interest; he has excellent taste in women. He knows a Sayter girl when he sees one. You’re special.” Though her flattery hitches my smile, I can’t help but notice how it deflates Wolf’s, his face gone pale, like a kid with a candy bar snatched from his hands.

I fetch the fanny pack from upstairs and return to count the Mona, its lot reduced by the hits we’ve already sampled and sold. Accounting for the money I received from Len and Adele, Rose’s sticker price is still steep.

She goes to get her laptop, settling in behind the screen with a studious gaze and thick-rimmed readers. This is the weirdest drug deal I could have ever pictured—me in a country kitchen, watching the mother of the house calculate expenditures on an Excel spreadsheet. Guess Mona funds are coming out of Sayter’s budget. Can you write that off?

Don’t be silly, Arvy. This is America. Of course you can find a way to write off drugs.

Rose removes her glasses and rubs her eyes, her frown lines a bit deeper than before. “Would you take eight thousand? I know that’s a generous discount, but I am buying in bulk.”

“Oh. Um…” I turn to Wolf for a significant counteroffer. Any sort of discount would dilute his commission, and I’m not sure how low he’d be willing to go.

“Eighty-eight hundred,” Wolf counters after some thought. My mouth gapes. That erases his entire commission. He would get basically nothing.

“It’s fine,” he says to me, his eyes softening to a knight’s noble surrender. “My cut is not important.”

“You were taking a commission on this?” Rose’s accusation hits like a knife to a bull’s-eye. Wolf nods, turning pink under her scrutiny. I can tell she wants to say something. Instead, she turns to me with a tight smile.

Yesterday, Wolf mentioned he’s in debt to someone, that that was why he initially agreed to help me. Judging by Rose’s chilly silence, I can only assume the someone is her. Meaning any commission he took off this sale would be a slap to his mother’s face. A man paying off his debt collector from the debt collector’s pocket. No wonder Sayter was his last resort. No wonder he’s been keeping me from it.

“Will you take a personal check?” Rose waits. “I’m fucking with you. Let me make sure I have enough.” She walks out of the kitchen. “Keep my pussy company, will ya?”

Wolf sits back in his chair, holding Eleanor, letting the cat mew against his scruffy chin. “You look nervous,” he says, dodging the cat’s tail.

“It’s just a lot all at once.”

“Thought you’d be happy.”

“I am. I just—” I take a deep breath. “It’s hard to believe that the nightmare is almost over.”

“Don’t you trust me?”

“It’s not that, it’s… I thought it would feel over, is what I mean.” I stare out of a kitchen-sink window. A bank of trees stares back, their leaves and needles green and alive. I should check my phone, check to see if Francis Pete has reached out again. I need to go back to Wolf’s apartment and get my overnight bag. And Mom. I haven’t heard from her in a while. I’m starting to worry.

“Your mom seems—nice.” I pass off my mug to Wolf when he starts bussing the table.

“God, don’t tell her that.”

“But also, cultish.”

Wolf sets the dishes in the sink and chuckles. “Now that you can tell her. But hey, it works. The whole Sayter thing. Creating a philosophy and a sisterhood for empowered women. She’s got protégés all over the world. France. China. Even Antarctica. She’s been doing this mentor thing since I was a baby.” Rose reenters the kitchen, but Wolf’s dark eyes remain on me. His sexy grin doesn’t falter when he says, “Arvy thinks you’re cultish.”

“Smart girl,” she says without a second glance.

“I-I just meant—well, by cultish, I just mean—”

“It’s fine. Listen, I’m short a few pennies in the safe. I can swing by the bank and have your money by lunch. You cool hanging onto those a bit longer for me?” She tips her chin at the fanny pack. I’m about to say yes when Wolf swoops in with an urgent tone.

“Or we can put them in the safe,” he suggests, turning to me. “You gotta leave to take a final anyway, right?”

A shudder of uncertainty skates across my shoulders. I fold my arms and blink, trying to reset.

“I mean, if that’s OK with you,” I say to Rose. “I have an exam to get to. Oh, um, can we swing by your place on the way?” I ask Wolf. “I need to pick up my mom. I don’t like leaving her alone on Wednesdays.”

“Sure.”

Rose cuts me with a stare, more inquisitive than accusing. “You’re fun.”

“I did not mean it when I said you were cultish.”

She closes her laptop. “You know, some would say the same about the Freemasons. Or the Roman Empire. I could be the next Julius Caesar for all you know.”

“Ah, but where is your Brutus?”

“Oh”—she sighs wearily—“he’s around.”
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I push past the doors of the science building, my last STEM exam aced and archived with everything else I might miss about this building when I’m gone. The stench of the chem labs, both corrosive and comforting. The black-topped counters. TAs trolling faculty office hours. In a way, I wish this exam had been my last, rather than the Art Appreciation exam scheduled for tomorrow morning. I wish this moment marked my exit from Westheimer.

An air of renewed accomplishment cycles through me. Finals passed. Drugs sold. A friend made—more than a friend. Wolf and I met twenty-four hours ago. How is that possible—our fast friendship so perfectly in tune? It reinvigorates my faith in science, that we are all charged particles scattered across the universe, slapping back together when aligned just right.

Before the exam, we swung by Wolf’s apartment to pick up Mom and my overnight bag with the rest of the money inside. I changed into a thin cotton shirt and sensible jeans. Wolf hooked a finger inside my waistband, a nefarious grin beckoning me closer.

“I owe you something from last night.” His hand skimmed my hip bone, chased by two arms scooping me up. My heels left the ground. His kiss was patient, its unflustered dance disarming. He led with his lips, and I followed, listening to my heart. I reveled in his tongue’s gentle kicks, the slow lap it took around mine when I squeezed him closer, drawing ragged breaths from both of us. “That OK?” he rasped. I nodded. “Mind if we do this a few more times today?” I nodded, holding back the urge to jig.

Just past the science building, I cross a paved promenade. The campus is green and crisp, nothing like the cruel humidity of yesterday. Wolf waits on a raised concrete flower bed. A breeze sweeps past, and the ivy behind his back lurches forward to touch him.

“That was fast.” He holds Mom in one hand and a small white paper sack in the other. We kept the backpack in the car’s false bottom—I didn’t want it on me. “All good?”

I shoot two thumbs up. “What’s in the bag?”

He hands it over, a sugary bouquet escaping when I peek inside.

A single glazed donut sits at the bottom, its perfect, supple weight nestled like a crown on a pillow of white napkins. No cracks in its coating. He might as well have handed me a diamond ring.

“I inspected every donut before choosing the most perfect one.”

Smiling never felt so big. “Thank you.”

We stroll toward the parking garage but end up drifting through campus for half an hour, our steps lazy. I devour my donut and gab about my exam, how I initially stumbled over easy questions but hit my stride on a bonus essay about phylogenetics—tree-like diagrams that study the evolutionary history among species. The tree of life. Wolf listens intently, a rare treat for me. I got so used to Mom’s eyes glazing over when I broached the subject that I stopped talking about science outside of class—a pleasure I hadn’t realized I’d robbed myself of until now.

Wolf checks his phone, which has resumed its disruptive nature. By the fifth ding, he switches it to silent. I love the way he holds Mom, cradling her like a baby in a sling. When he listens, he strokes her shell as if it were second nature, his eyes casting down every so often as I talk. I picture her—cozy in the womb, napping on her side, her smile twitching in her sleep.

I know it’s silly to romanticize Wolf as a boyfriend, but still, I indulge in the fantasy: Wolf wanting to continue our friendship after I’m gone; Wolf FaceTiming me at night; Wolf flying out to San Francisco on holiday weekends; Wolf holding my hand on walks around the city, balking at the high-priced marijuana dispensaries. I’ve never dated anyone, not really. I had two boyfriends in high school, but somehow dating never felt like dating. But this thing with Wolf: the way we move in seamless segues; the way we leap from one joke to another; the way the sunwashed day seems to hug us back. This feels right.

“Sorry about my mom,” he says. “I know she can be intense.”

I shrug. “I’m into it. Does she really have connections in pharma? I wish I had known about Sayter sooner—I would have joined years ago. Well… if I’d gotten recruited.”

“You would have.” He nods, but there’s a melancholy touch to it. “When do you leave again?” he asks abruptly.

I blink at the question. Does he really not remember? Or is he thinking the same as me, that he doesn’t want this to end? “Day after tomorrow. Friday.”

I prattle on about Fide Pharmaceuticals and the logistics of my internship. I suck the sugar from my fingertips, insecure as to why Wolf suddenly looks so somber. Is he quiet because he’s going to miss me, or is all my talk of science that boring? I hurry on, hoping to impress him. “Wanna hear something cool? The company I’ll be working for in San Francisco—they just built this new research site. It’s the whole reason I applied. I really want to be a part of it. Their main focus is designing SSRI antidepressants, and there’s a rumor that they just got approval to start trials on the efficacy of psilocybin.”

“Psilocybin. Shrooms?”

I nod, feeling like the expert for once. “Originally, I wanted to be a botanist. I only chose biochemistry because…” It takes me a moment to recall. “I guess I wanted to learn more about brain chemistry, like addictions and disorders—how they behave on a chemical level. I want to believe people do things because they can’t help it, like their biological makeup doesn’t know any better. I prefer to blame the body.”

“Hmm.” He goes quiet on me. I measure the awkward silence against our footsteps, suddenly nervous that I’ve said something wrong. Or offended him. I recall that Wolf probably has ADHD. I didn’t mean to sound insensitive. I backpedal.

“I have a… history with depression. Not me, but—” It’s so hard to find the words. I don’t want Mom to hear; speaking in her presence somehow feels like surveillance, like maybe she’s awake in her vessel, only pretending to sleep. I reach for her, trading Wolf the paper bag for the urn. “It’s just something I care about. I want to design good drugs that work. For everybody.”

We draw closer in a shaded oak alley tunneling a walkway, the oaks like ancient scholars standing witness. I slow to a stop, feeling their eyes and ears.

“Drugs aren’t just products, not to me. They’re as necessary as the air we breathe.” I turn to smile, feeling satisfied with my proverb.

His brow creases. I worry that the concern on his face is warranted, like I may have said something crazy just now.

“Are you depressed?” he asks.

“No.” It sounds honest, but it comes out funky.

A small campus tour passes through, a large body dividing us. When we rejoin, my shoulders crimp inward like an open book wanting to close. I don’t want Wolf’s questions driving deeper than I’m willing to go. I don’t need her hearing my honest answers.

“Let’s change the subject, yeah? What about you?” I pipe up. “What do you want to do?”

He shrugs. “This.”

My stride falters. “No, but like, as a career,” I clarify.

“OK, Mom,” he chuckles, a touch of bitterness in his tone.

“It’s a fair question,” I argue. “Can’t go through life being a drug dealer.”

“The fuck you think pharmaceutical companies are?” He’s squinting at me, making me stumble over my next words, when all I want to do is have a conversation.

“Yeah, but—this isn’t your dream job.”

“Sure it is.” He shrugs casually, though the sharp edge in his tone still cuts me. “Money’s great. I’m my own boss. Make my own hours. I can take vacations whenever I want. What I do is a service. I help people.”

“Yeah, people who need coke at two in the morning.” I roll my eyes.

“The fuck?”

“I know, I know. Cokeheads are people, too.”

“No, I mean you thought I pushed powder? I don’t move coke. Jesus. Well, not anymore, at least. Too much work. Most clients aren’t druggies—they’re normies. Working-class parents. Teachers. Government employees. The uninsured, the undocumented. Some people just can’t get what they need when they need it. You said it yourself—drugs are necessary.”

“So, legitimize it. Go to pharmacy school. Work within the law.”

“And take a pay cut? Why would I do that?”

“You do realize what you do is illegal, right? It fuels the black market. It feeds corruption.”

“Again, the fuck you think pharmaceutical companies are? They’re the worst of the worst, the most corrupt. If anything, I’m the regulated one. I’m the one with a moral compass. I don’t sell anything I haven’t tested on myself. I don’t push powders. Don’t take on new clients unless they’re referred.”

“Your job is dangerous.” My jaw clenches. “Don’t you get scared?”

“I’m scared all the time. I’m just used to it.”

“You’re a drug dealer.” I feel gaslit by every word coming out of his mouth. “Not a humanitarian. The world isn’t going to call you a good guy when you tolerate fentanyl poisoning and don’t pay taxes.”

He halts—a searing glare. “At least I’ve got my thumb on the pulse of what real people and actual problems look like. How many lab coats can you say that about?”

“How many lab coats have you met?”

He rakes his hair, shaking his head when he pulls a cigarette pack from his front pocket. “You talk like you’re better than me because you’re about to get a piece of paper that says you went to class on time.”

“Excuse me? I’ve worked my ass off to get where I am. And that piece of paper is going to get me somewhere in life.”

“And I’m nowhere? You think a corporate ivory tower is gonna put a cape on your back?”

I bat the pack out of his hand, feeling the force of my outrage. He’s lucky I don’t stomp the pack where it lies.

It takes him a few seconds to process what I’ve just done. His eyes narrow to slits. He leans in, crouching slightly to meet my eyes.

“Truth is, baby, you’re in on the biggest joke in the world and you don’t even know it. You’re about to take a job inside the largest global drug network in the history of human existence. I guarantee you that world is a lot seedier than mine.”

“I’ll be engineering drugs, you prick. Making them better. Unlike you, I’ll have real reach.”

“Yeah, well, I doubt your reach will stretch farther than a lab coat sleeve.”

“What are you saying?”

“What are you saying?”

We face off, our glares dueling until a drizzle of rain forfeits the game, pushing our steps forward.

Dodging eye contact, we roam the rest of campus in silence. The drizzle comes and goes, wet pellets pecking at my hair and T-shirt. Wolf studies his steps, and I veer away when foot traffic invades, taking wide passes rather than hug close to Wolf like I did earlier. I tuck Mom under my chin, feeling like Wolf’s kiss back at his apartment was a fluke—a Hollywood screen test that works for movies, but doesn’t translate to real life.

I check my phone. No word from Rose or Francis Pete. At this rate, I’d welcome a spam call or cheesy vacation photo from Aunt Jean if it meant escaping Wolf’s cold shoulder.

We end up near the front of campus. Empty parking lanes line a stretch of admin buildings—a row of vacant cells. Mom’s pink vintage Cadillac sticks out like a class clown held back after school, her wheel still shackled to the yellow boot from yesterday morning.

“Cool car.” Wolf offers, his tone still stiff with avoidance. I smirk. The longer I stare at the pink monstrosity, the more I feel my grudges soften to a truce.

“You’re gonna laugh, but that’s actually my car.”

He rears back, eyes wide. Like I just admitted to liking every repost of my viral video online.

“Well,” I say, “my mom’s car. I keep forgetting it’s here.” I explain the events of yesterday morning, having parked illegally to make it to my first exam, leaving out why I was driving it in the first place. I want my life to look attractive to Wolf, not broken. If he asks, it will be hard to know which details to share and which to leave out. They’re all tied to different impressions of Mom.

He kicks the scuffed boot holding the monster hostage. “What are you going to do?”

I shrug. “Pay the fine, I guess.” I explain Mom’s will, how I can’t inherit her estate until I graduate, which more or less forces me to follow through with my internship for final credit hours. No final credit, no graduation. No graduation, no money from the house. “My aunt feels bad about her executorship, just not bad enough to go against Mom’s wishes and kick me a check once the house sells. Believe me, I asked.”

“How are you affording shit?”

I sigh begrudgingly. “My aunt spots me a twenty here and there.”

“So if you don’t graduate, then that’s it? Your mom really didn’t leave you anything?”

The words leave you hit like a stab to the back. Kind of wish she wasn’t in my arms right now. I can feel myself wanting to talk about her in a way I swore I never would. Mom didn’t want people knowing about the funk.

“There was money in her bank account, but everything went toward the cremation and memorial service.”

He pops open the driver’s side door, wiggling his eyebrows like a kid entering a haunted house. “Unlocked? How trusting.”

“No one’s gonna steal a pink car that can’t move.”

“Keys?”

“At my house.”

We climb into the front seat. Wolf surveys the dials and dash, admiring the large steering wheel and red upholstery like a new deckhand on a cruise ship. The cabin is a hot box, but it’s worth it to see the boyish marvel of his eyes. In a way, watching Wolf study the car feels like watching someone study me. Where I come from. Who I come from. It feels permissible—even nice—to be prodded in an indirect way.

“This car is sick.”

“When I was young, I thought it was magic. My mom would ride off looking sad, then come back home with a big smile.”

I trail off, losing myself in reading his features—the tiny scar in his eyebrow, carving a path through the hairs. He’s wearing the same clothes as last night; he didn’t change at his apartment this morning, and his lack of care and vanity reads juvenile despite his masculine beauty. Maybe it’s the size of the car—a yacht to his little Mercedes—but right now Wolf looks more like a pup in Wolf’s clothing.

“It is magic,” he says, his thoughts weighing softly on his tone. “Cars, I mean. You know what I love about my car? I get to decide. When I leave. Where I go. I can just… disappear, even if only for the moment.”

I nod, swallowing the acute ache that his words summon.

“Sorry I got pissy earlier.” He fingers the automatic locks, his eyes cast down. “Your internship sounds cool. I’m just jealous. Sometimes being around smart people makes me feel dumb.”

“You’re smart.”

He shrugs, then shakes his head. Like there’s two voices responding in his head.

“I know it’s not like a job job,” he says, “but I think I want to be a stay-at-home dad, eventually. Like, 1950s housewife shit, you know? The whole nine yards.” He chuckles softly, and I join in. “Seriously. Taking care of the house. Raising kids. Makin’—I dunno, martinis and pot roast for my hot breadwinner wife. I know it’s harder than it sounds, and I’m sure my mom would slap me for saying this, but I actually think I’d be great at it. Maybe I’ll get a job working with kids. I like kids. Kids seem easy.”

“Most parents would beg to differ.”

“Kids are just people with different needs. I think I’m good at meeting needs. Trouble is, when you’re a kid, you don’t really know what those needs are. You trust your parents without knowing.”

“True. I mean—do we ever really know our parents?”

Through the windshield, we watch a student walk her support dog on a long retractable leash.

“My mom’s a psychiatrist.” His weary tone transforms the cabin into a confessional booth. “Well, was. Diagnosed me with ADHD when I was seven. I didn’t realize at the time, but she was pumping me full of all kinds of stuff. Adderall. Zoloft. Doxepin. She was so focused on trying to fix me, I don’t even think she saw me. I remember this one day in junior high, I was in my bathroom, just starin’ at this massive pill organizer she’d bought me, filled to the brim—” He swallows what looks like a thought too bitter to utter. “I thought, maybe I don’t know how to be a good son just as much as she doesn’t know how to be a good mom. I wasn’t mad. A little sad, maybe. We were always hopping cities, chasing her life, her vision, conquering her goals. I was proud of her. I still am proud of her.” He glances at me, giving a terse smile when he sees I’m still listening. “Things changed in eighth grade. She stopped seeing patients, and I stopped taking my meds. Started selling ’em instead. She kept filling my prescriptions… and I didn’t say anything.”

“She never knew? Never guessed?”

He shakes his head. “If she did, she didn’t let on. She didn’t see me, but I always saw my mom for what she was, even from a young age. A radical woman who couldn’t bear to be vulnerable, even with me. I just never had the words to call her out on it. I’m pretty sure she preferred me that way, in the beginning at least.” Again, he searches my face like he’s searching for approval. I get the feeling Wolf doesn’t permit himself to have opinions on his mother. How could he? He was raised to not stand in her way. “We’re better now, though,” he says in consolation. “Kind of. We figured out some boundaries that help.”

Hearing Wolf speak so openly about his mother stirs something inside me, something itching to stow Mom in the trunk where she can’t hear. I don’t want to hold back with Wolf, but I don’t want to betray her by saying something either.

I just don’t know how much longer I can hold on to her secrets.

“You probably noticed my mom isn’t all that pleased with me these days,” he says. “Did you pick up on that?”

I nod, feeling sheepish.

“You asked me yesterday why I was helping you. Told you I had a debt over my head. It’s my mom—I owe her money. That stupid agreement with Chad wasn’t enough cash to recoup what I needed after that bad distribution deal. My mom bailed me out. I’ve paid back most of it, but not all of it. Plus, she’s still getting over Chanel.”

“What about her?”

“Oh. Uh,” he huffs, sounding more nervous than humored. “It’s not just my debt that’s got my mom edgy these days.” He sucks in a huge breath, his chest inflating like a balloon ready to pop. “I, uh… I used to sleep with her recruits.”

I draw back, stunned, clutching Mom to my chest.

“I know, I know—it’s not something I’m proud of. And I don’t do it anymore. Not since we moved here three years ago. Chanel was a… unfortunate slipup.”

Wolf slept with Chanel? My memory rewinds back to Stein, something Chanel said when I asked if she and Wolf were close. We were that one night.

“Why?”

He kicks up one shoulder. “I was drunk, and she was funny. I could talk to her about the business, you know. It felt good to spar with a smart girl who dealt on the side—don’t come across many of those. Female dealers.”

“Entrepreneurs,” I offer graciously, but he only nods, his haunted gaze growing more distant, perhaps further back to a graver time.

“I used to reason it as a service, like I was a last meal for them before they took their vow of celibacy. Not that I’m anything special, but—I told myself I was doing them a favor. Most were happy to take it before being initiated. The ones who didn’t often regretted it by mid-semester. Or so I heard. I told my therapist—because Mom never stopped insisting that I see a therapist. She told me I’d ‘internalized my mother’s feminist teachings to the point of emasculation.’ Like I was doing it to spite my mother.” He laughs at that, though his chin drops like the joke’s on him.

For some reason, Imogen comes to mind. “You haven’t ‘slipped up’ with anyone else?”

“No,” he says quickly. “Anyway, that’s why Chanel got kicked out. It’s also why she hates me—’cause I’m still a part of Sayter, even if tangentially, and she’s not.” His eyes crinkle, as if pained. “My mom really liked her.” He nibbles his thumbnail. “Do you hate me?”

Though not immediately, I shake my head. It would take a lot more than a few bad decisions to make me hate Wolf, who has devoted his last twenty-four hours to solving my problems, and not even for a profit at this point. “No,” I say. “We don’t know each other. I’d have to know you to hate you.”

He nods, but the agreement doesn’t reach his eyes.

I stare at the admin building in front of us, the campus so motionless, you’d think summer was already here. Thinking in seasons, I circle back to the root of what brought us here. “Can I ask you something? The first time we took the Mona, I couldn’t stop crying. It was like some freak ventilation system had been tripped. Just… compressed, repressed emotions—fleeing. But at the party, it was more like… a pit of despair, with no ladder to climb out.” I shift my hips just thinking about it. “Did you feel that? Like—dread?” He shakes his head, his eyes still lost in a memory. “Did you feel anything?”

His forehead furrows. “Shame.”

“Shame? For what?”

“I don’t know. Just shame. Like a… fuckin’ flood of humiliation. I saw Chad, my mom, my ADHD. Other stuff. At its lowest point, it felt like my entire existence was guilty of something, like everything wrong in the world was my fault. That’s why I ran into the closet—I didn’t want anyone to see me.” He dips his chin, and once again we’re in that confessional booth. “I’m a bad guy.”

“You don’t believe that.”

He shrugs. “Sometimes.”

“I don’t think you’re a bad guy.”

He shakes his head sullenly. “We don’t know each other, Arvy.”

I start to pipe up with a rebuttal but deflate just as fast. He’s right. We don’t.

I wipe my nose. “Hey, um. I need another favor, but it’s… delicate.”

“More delicate than selling ten Gs worth of Mona?”

I grimace. “Unfortunately.”
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“Wow. This is… delicate.” Wolf stands in the doorway of the back porch, surveying Shelley’s day-old carnage—gore splattered and dried across the concrete and glass. At its center, Shelley’s ant-infested carcass has already begun to decompose.

“If it’s all right, I’d rather not talk about it,” I say. “I just—need it gone.”

Wolf nods, a metronome clocking a plan.

Leaving campus, I told Wolf to make a pit stop at Home Depot, where I asked an employee what one might use to remove grease stains from concrete. Wolf stood aside, looking perturbed as I loaded the cart with bleach, scrub brushes, a five-gallon orange bucket, and a canister of degreaser. I didn’t know how to work a pressure washer but rented one anyway—the guy said it would help. If Aunt Jean checks her emergency credit card statement, I’ll tell her the buyers inquired about oil spots on the driveway.

Wolf didn’t ask questions. He looked at me like one might inspect a curious painting, cockeyed and quiet.

Facing the porch, Wolf kicks off his boots and removes his socks and shirt. He reaches for his belt. “Any trash bags?” Turning away from his gaze, I fetch a half-empty box from under the sink.

It’s hard to know where to start. I spend an unnecessary amount of time feeding the hose around the porch’s perimeter, filling a bucket with water and bleach. Wolf googles instructions for the pressure washer while I fashion two pairs of makeshift mittens from two torn plastic bags, using hair ties to fasten the gloves around our wrists. At first, it’s just Wolf in his skivvies, but when the first kiss of Shelley’s blood smears a line across my knee, I kick my shoes and pants off by the door, stripping down to my underwear and shirt.

We work barefoot, keeping our eyes cast down, skirting dried blood puddles and furry chunks of meat that come alive with flies when we pass. We pick up mysteries and discard them in the trash bag. We lift Shelley. I try to steel my expression, try to breathe when a downpour of congealed blood dribbles from her mouth and head wound. Wolf retches.

“How are you not gagging?”

“I’m a lab rat,” I murmur dryly. “Rancid chemicals don’t faze me.”

We work fast, our seamless dance of teamwork feeling complementary. Two chemicals forming a special bond. I feel more in tune scrubbing carnage with Wolf than I ever felt dividing and conquering lab duties with colleagues. He tries to grab the pressure washer, but I intercept his charity, feeling bad for his retching.

After the remains are triple-bagged and tied, all the blood and fur and maggots rinsed into the grass, I pour half a can of degreaser over the stained concrete, unsure how much to use.

“What are we doing with this?” Wolf regards Shelley’s body bag. My shoulders hunch. I’ve never buried anything before. Never had to.

“Google says in Texas, it’s legal to bury pets on private property.” I look to Mom’s neglected tomato garden—a burial plot of ragweed at the edge of the lot. The loosest soil in the ground. I don’t have a shovel.

“Go inside,” I say, my chest deflating. “I can finish.”

I start pulling weeds at the garden’s center. He kneels in the dirt beside me, but I don’t shoo him away; his hands are larger and work faster than mine.

We carve out the dirt at different cadences, sweat beading at my temples and neck. Listening to his labored breath, my chest tightens. The deeper I dig, the tighter I feel. I hold my breath—an unbearable sound—as my muscles start losing momentum.

Wolf claws faster. “You all right?”

I nod, my lungs clogging with regret. Tears well at the source. I keep digging.

“Arvy—” Jagged roots rake my forearms. Pebbles take cover underneath my fingernails. I keep digging. “Arvy, let me do this part.”

I shake my head and dig. I dig so hard, I go to a different time and place. His hands try to still mine, but I slap them away. I keep digging. “Arvy—”

“I got it.”

“I know you do. But let me do this for you.”

I sniffle, not accustomed to people’s pity winning me over. I’ve fought Jean at every turn. Turned away from well-meaning neighbors. At least with Wolf, his pity feels different, less infantilizing, despite the snot stream driveling from my nose’s leaky spout. It breaks off and plops in the soil. “We just can’t make it look like a gravesite, you know. It needs to look like her garden.”

“No one will notice,” he promises. “I’ll make it right. Go hose off.”

I look at my bleeding nails, resigning to a nod.

In the house, an absence of electricity casts a tranquility spell over Mom’s bathroom—a murky blue enchantment leaking sunlight from the windows. Dust cells dance in the haze. I grab two flat bedsheets from one of the boxes in Mom’s closet, allowing my shoulder to brush a row of satin kaftans still hanging from the rack.

I wash quickly in the shower, stopping occasionally to let the cold water glide over my swollen, itchy pores, my upper lip tasting of salt. An eroded bar of soap feels lucky to have, and I scrub firmly, letting the mudslide swirl at my feet. I soak my dirty shirt and underwear in the spray, abandoning them beside the drain until I can hang them outside to dry. I avoid my hair, wanting a piece of me to still smell like Wolf’s shampoo.

Naked and dripping, I reach for a bedsheet.

“Arvy?”

“I’m back here,” I holler. I’ve barely finished swaddling myself before a soft rapping at the door stirs me—a drop-scare hollowing out my stomach. I sneak a peek at the mirror, perhaps wanting the wet sheet to cling to my curves—to catch Wolf’s gaze. Something I can control. “Come in.”

Wolf peers through the door before sweeping in. A wet trail follows him. “Mind if I shower?”

“Of course. I got you a sheet. You can add your underwear to my pile. Or not. It’s whatever.”

From the knees down, his legs are soaked clean from the hose. Hands, too. He edges around me like a reluctant beast. I imagine him padding around the house with wet feet, trying to navigate the dark before finding me. Dusky shadows accentuate his lean muscles, with just enough sunlight leaking through to catch a sheen of sweat between his pecs. Thank God he makes a joke of flexing them back and forth when he catches me staring, drawing soft chuckles from us both.

Leaving him to his shower, I rummage through my suitcase in my room, the one I pre-packed for San Francisco. I side-eye Mom, having stashed her next to my clothes when we first got here. I wanted some privacy.

I slip into an unlaundered tank top and jeans—the ones I was saving for my flight. I put on a bra but discard it just as fast, not wanting the looks to end—the heated ones Wolf sneaks when he thinks I won’t notice. Yesterday, my short shorts felt like a burden. Today, I miss their forced immodesty.

I grab my phone.

When I return to Mom’s room, I find Wolf standing outside her closet, staring blankly at her kaftan collection. His damp sheet drapes his hips, the soaked fabric bundled in his fist. It pools at his feet, his knobby toes peeking out from his skirt.

He backs away when he sees me. “Feel like a Roman senator.” He kicks at the fabric clinging to his calves. I smile, again thankful for a joke, just too numb to adapt.

Silence passes between us, amplified by the barren bedroom. I brush past him, settling inside the closet’s frame. I lean against the jamb like a bouncer refusing admission, my idle hands fingering my phone.

“You said you grew up here,” he says, somewhat jittery. “Why are you selling?”

I’m too torn to explain. Too eager to drain what my heart threatens to feel. The funk.

I shrug.

His sheet hisses, his feet inching closer to mine. He scoots sideways and loiters just inside the doorframe of the closet, leaning back against the jamb opposite me like a mirror image. He matches my silence.

I stare at Mom’s kaftans, memorizing their patterns in the dark. Like a conscious sedation, I am acutely aware that something I cannot yet feel is working itself inside me. I picture Mom in the urn in my room, curled up and lying on her side, her body facing the wall. I have no way of knowing if she can hear me. What if the dead can’t hear? What if Mom is watching my world on mute? The thought unshackles something inside me, something stationary that wants to leave.

I stare into the grim closet, its dark corners undefined.

“My mom…” I begin. “She used to get sad. Like really sad. The kind that people don’t come back from. Do you understand?” Wolf’s pinched expression doesn’t budge. I’m not sure if I can say what I want to say without speaking words I’m scared to utter. I can think suicide, but I can’t yet say it. “We called it the funk. Seemed easier to give it a name.” Don’t say it. “I don’t know if ‘accident’ is the right word for what happened to my mom… like… maybe she wanted me to believe it was an accident… but—” Don’t say it. “When I was on Mona at the party, when I was sobbing and feeling that soul-crushing dread—” If you say it, it’s real. It will be true. I swallow the lump in my throat, pushing down the voice. I don’t know if it’s hers or mine. “I got scared that, deep down, what I was feeling was what my mother felt… when… she—” Please.

I can’t say it, not without knowing for sure how she wanted history to remember her, how she wanted people to presume her cause of death. “I’m just scared that the funk is in me. Like it’s always been there, waiting to hatch—” Please, baby. Don’t. “And now I’ve cracked it open. Like Mona forced it prematurely. And now it’s there. Just… leaking inside me.”

I thought it would feel good to say it out loud: to say what I suspect Mom did to herself when she took my car for unknown reasons and crashed it; to say that I am not free from the funk, not with Mom’s genes in my bones.

But nothing feels different. No relief.

Wolf reaches out. Keeping his distance, he takes my hand, holding the sheet around his hips with the other. I can tell he wants to say something, but I appreciate him not saying anything at all, just holding my hand, being with me.

I open my phone and snap an impulsive photo of Wolf’s chest. “I’m keeping this,” I whisper, trying for a joke. I half expect him to chuckle nervously, or maybe lunge, considering the Polaroids Chad dangled over his head for months.

But he simply remains, soft-posed and studying me.

He drops my hand, holding his palm out for my phone. “Fair is fair.”

He snaps my photo, its chipper click more felt than heard. Nerves scatter like marbles skating low in my belly. I try to breathe steadily, try to act cool when his dark features succumb to the glowing screen. “I’m keeping this,” he mimics softly, tapping the screen like he’s composing a text. He flips the phone around to show me the pic that he just sent himself.

Post confession, the photo’s grainy pixels find me sensual and frail, my smile reduced to a timid hitch. Soft shadows caress my face, the ashy sunlight beneath my chin hugging my neck and collarbone. Wet-kissed hair drapes my dark eyes—a menacing sensuality I didn’t know I had. It’s the most not me I’ve ever looked in a photograph. It feeds my confidence, knowing this is how Wolf sees me. Not nerdy. Not brash. Not even coy, considering how ashamed I was an hour ago when he saw a dead dog on my back porch—when I didn’t explain, and he didn’t ask questions.

I smile at the photo. When I look up, Wolf is staring, and for the moment, we let our eyes and ears do their thing. I think about the funk, how I spent so many years being directed by it, accommodating its power. In the end, I was jealous of it, how easily it could rip Mom from my hands when I wasn’t looking.

If Wolf is the last memory I have of this house, I don’t want to think; I just want the power. I want brazen intimacy, and the distraction it offers.

I step into him, my eyes suggesting the distraction I crave. But his shoulders hitch, his body locking up.

I draw my eyes down, smirking at the outline of what’s troubling him. I retreat, returning to my side of the doorjamb. Wolf shifts, bashful. A tight squirm in his hips.

My chortle shatters the quiet. Thank God he laughs, too. He makes no attempt to cover his budding erection, and I make no attempt to ignore the dot of pre-cum marking the sheet.

“It’s just reacting to your proximity, I swear,” he manages, stifling a grin. “I’m not getting off on your grief.”

“S’OK if you were. I like perverts.” I lick my lower lip. “Do you have a condom?”

“No,” he says, cold sober, like even if he did, he wouldn’t participate.

I nod, no longer feeling sedated.

Testing playful, I slide my foot toward the draped edge of his skirt. I grip the fabric between my toes and tug. It gives slightly, sinking just below his hip—a glimpse of soft pubic hair. His eyebrows shoot to attention.

“Is this OK?” I ask, gathering more fabric beneath my toes.

He tips his head back, his heated gaze skiing the slopes of his cheeks. He shrugs, aloof, but by the bashful grin winning his face, I can see the game is on.

I lean my weight on my shoulders to get better footing, toes pawing at the sheet like a kitten batting at a stage curtain. When the curtain falls, it catches on his hard-on like a towel on a wall hook. We laugh.

“I’m gonna need a bigger boat,” I tease. He shakes his head.

Soft snickers swell and taper off, our joke reducing to a simmer.

“Come here,” I whisper, though it comes out like a question. “Please.”

He steps forward. The sheet falls, blanketing our bare feet. My core wrings so tight, I have to arch my spine for relief. His thighs brush mine. I regret wearing pants, denying myself the tickle of his leg hair, the bead of pre-cum that might have skated across my skin.

Distance closes between us, forming a small knot inside my chest, like a pebble pushing against my heart, refusing the distraction I seek.

I refuse to be refused. I hug him. Hard.

I hug him like he hugged me in the Puka Shell when I wanted a kiss, but all he wanted was a temporary pause in the fray. As nice as that sounds, my body aches for something different. Something weird. Something I can’t explain.

“We don’t have to do anything,” he assures me, his ragged breath tickling my ear. I nod against his wet hair, breathless. A rush floods my lungs, my nose taking in his naked scent, washed clean of its cologne and woodsy shampoo. A deep, carnal need courses through me—an ache so desperate, it curls inward.

“Touch me,” I whisper past his shoulder, my siren call broken and cracked. Faint, but beckoning. He takes so long to respond. I’m not even sure he heard me.

He strokes my back. “We are touching.”

“Harder?”

Strong arms constrict me, lifting me on tiptoe. It isn’t enough to pierce the knot inside me, to roll the pebble aside and touch what I need it to touch.

I wedge my hand between us. I unfasten my jeans.

His grip loosens. He looks down. “Whoa, wait wait wait—” But I’m already directing his hands: one at my neck, one at the crevasse of my jeans.

“Arvy.” His thumb brushes my face. “You’re crying.”

I melt into his hand, kissing the palm that cups my cheek. “Can we try something?” I swallow a lump in my throat. “Will you let me cry?”

“Of course you can cry.” A small deprecating smile escapes him—it means well.

“While you touch me?”

The line between his brows deepens. “What do you mean?”

My mind flashes clear, but my body feels clogged. I think about Mona’s chain reaction, her willingness to purge one thing to make room for the other. I want Wolf to touch me, but I know I won’t enjoy it unless he permits me to drain one emotion to make room for another.

I peer into his eyes—all the heat from before, gone. It cracks me in two, seeing his lust replaced by concern. “Do you trust me?”

He doesn’t answer immediately. When he nods, it hardly erases the worry in his eyes.

I guide his slackened fingers inside my jeans, beneath my underwear to my source, where I know he’ll find me warm and weeping. “I know it’s strange.” I sniffle. “It’s strange for me, too.” Shadowing his hand, I sink his middle finger inside me, slickness enveloping both our fingers. Tears build before my eyes, blurring my vision. I shudder.

His thumb brushes a tear from my cheek.

With his hands in play, I begin to pump our fingers inside me, removing mine once he understands the tempo. I lift my soaked fingertip to his lips. The worry in his eyes thaws, his tongue curious enough to taste. Another tear falls; he swipes it to my ear.

We find a gentle rhythm, so cautious it pulls a sigh from my lips, my bones. I sink, welcoming my own undoing. He cups my mound, and I disappear, the pressure pumping me gently. I can tell he is hesitant to go faster, to dig deeper. He watches me unravel, and it feels nice to be monitored under his gaze.

“Are you OK?” he whispers.

I nod. I kiss him. His lips are hesitant at first but grow eager when I drop my weight and grind down on his palm, his mouth opening faintly. A tortured groan escapes him. Our lips graze.

He sinks in another finger. His thumbs swirl—one at my cheek, one at my clit. I smile against his kiss, my breath taken by his coordination, the way he understands the strange mix of tenderness that I seek.

A laugh breaks inside my chest, steeling us both. He halts. Again, a rogue laugh escapes, my core shuddering around his fingers. His head drops to my shoulder, shaking back and forth.

“This is—the weirdest hookup I’ve ever had,” he admits politely. I snort and bury my faint chuckles in his neck. I stroke his back. “Seriously, you’re gonna have to tell me what the endgame is here. I don’t know if I’m violating you or consoling you.”

“Can it be both? I want both.”

He slips his fingers from my opening. At first, I panic, worried that my response was too much for him. Too fucked up. He molds his palm’s length against me, stroking my sex with the same ease and rhythm that I stroke his back. I purr, relieved. The arousal is there—it hums low and shallow beneath his palm—but the need to chase it tapers off. I wrap my arms around his neck, lounging in gratitude, the last of my tears wiped off on his shirt. There is no want to finish or stop or pull away. There is only weird, and the relief that weird is welcome here.

“Can we take another picture?” I coo into his neck. “I need a story to tell my grandkids.”

He rolls his head across my shoulder. “Just keep it above the waist.” I fish for my phone and hold it up, loving the weight of Wolf’s head tipped against mine. We look at the mirrored screen. Click. He rakes his teeth against my jawline, lightly clamping. I snicker. Click. He nuzzles my neck, compressing my breasts against his chest. He fastens me tighter, his hand kneading my ass. Click. He sinks to his knees, his head out of frame—

“Don’t show the kids this one.” I laugh and squirm when he lifts my shirt, his teeth skimming my waist. A soft mewing cuts my laugh short when he licks my hip bone, sinks his hand into my pants, and pinches my—

The doorbell rings. We freeze. “Was that—?” It rings again.

Wolf scrambles upright, wrestling with the sheet while I fasten my pants. Oh my god, what if it’s the buyers? Jean said all the inspections were done.

“When’s your guy coming?” Wolf hikes the sheet around his shoulders, caping his entire body in a taut cocoon.

“Not until midnight.” I check my phone. “Wolf—wait!” But he’s already hurrying out of the bedroom.

I follow behind him, crowding the wall of his back. The hallway appears through the darkness like light at the end of a tunnel. He peeks around the corner.

“If it’s a well-to-do young couple, don’t open it,” I say in a panic. “They ask way too many questions.”

“The fuck—?”

“Oh my god, is it a huge woman with a squirrelly man? Don’t open it.” He strides right for the door. “Wolf!”

Like a man on a mission, Wolf unlocks the front door and swings it open, not even waiting for me to catch up. I lunge for his shoulder, then straighten behind it.

Chanel stands at attention on my front porch. Contrary to her polished regality yesterday, baggy sweatpants hug her waistline and droop over her shoes. A green anime crop top covers her bulbous breasts. No makeup. Her cold stare assesses Wolf’s cotton cloak, glancing between his tall frame and my short stature. She furrows her brow, deadpan. “This looks friendly.”

“How do you know where I live?” I bark.

“Please,” she says. Like it’s no hard feat.

“What do you want, Chanel?” Wolf says.

“What do I want? The fuck is that? I’ve been looking for you all morning. I haven’t slept. I’m surviving on coffee, Red Bull, and benzos. And the good stuff is wearing off.”

“We couldn’t find you last night,” he says.

“No shit. I saw your car peeling out of the theatre house like your mommy called to tell you her breast milk had finally dropped. Can I get the Mona now?”

“Thought you weren’t interested.”

“I wasn’t,” she scolds. “Not until last night when I woke up to forty-eight missed calls from Len, not to mention a Bible of incoherent text messages telling me that this bitch”—she points to me—“sold him two hits behind your back, expecting him to keep a secret. What’s wrong, honey, you get all weak-kneed and starstruck around gays out here playing Real Housewives of Central Texas? Amateur hour,” she denounces with gusto. “Len couldn’t keep a secret if RuPaul himself said don’t blab. Lucky for you fucks, he told me it was more than legit.” She cocks her hip, her tone softening but not her eyes. “If you weren’t willing to sample it, you could have at least afforded me the courtesy to test it out on Casey. She’ll swallow anything.”

“It’s not for sale,” Wolf says grudgingly.

“Since when?”

“Since we already found a buyer.”

“Who?”

“That’s confidential.”

“Since when did you start signing nondisclosure agreements? Oh wait, your mommy used to swaddle you in them as a child, didn’t she?” She consults me directly. “It’s her, isn’t it? Your buyer? Rose.”

“No,” I croak.

“Oh, honey, don’t do that. Did you not learn anything back at Stein? Lying to my face will get you nowhere.”

“It’s gone, Chanel,” Wolf says. “I’m sorry.”

She narrows her eyes. “Len saw your stash. Said it was more than a fistful. You sold these at sixty a pop? There’s only three people in this town with deep enough pockets that you’d trust enough to sell to under a time crunch.” She counts on three fingers. “Len, Rose, and me.” She lowers two fingers, leaving the middle erect. “And Len doesn’t have it.”

“Yeah, well, sorry you missed out. Maybe next time you’ll nut up and sample your own drugs before asking my friend to do it for you.”

“Name your price,” she says.

“Price isn’t the issue.”

“I see.” She assesses us with her eyes like she’s reworking a deal in her head. “Len said you refused to sell to him,” she says to Wolf. “What’s that about?”

He shrugs, aloof. “We’re only selling to women.”

“How progressive.” Her eyes dart to me. “Is that what you want? To sell to women? I’m a woman—I’ll buy all of it. What’s the difference?”

“She’s already sold it, Chanel.”

She glares, obviously soured by his lack of counteroffer. “I certainly hope your little lackey here knows what she’s getting into.” She turns to me. “You’re hangin’ out with a dirty fuckboy who’s got his head shoved so far up his mother’s ass, he’s too blind to realize he’s just a pawn in a larger chess game.”

“We done?” Wolf clips evenly.

“Oh, we’re done,” she says just as evenly. “But before we cut the cord, why don’t you walk me to my car? I need to tell you something you really don’t want your little girlfriend to hear.”

Looking pained, Wolf steps past and closes the door behind him. Through the window, I watch Chanel lead the way, Wolf hanging his head behind her like a prisoner walking to his sentencing.

My phone dings. It’s Chad.


Tracked down your real number. ;) It was good seeing you yesterday. I’m free tonight if you wanna hang out




Btw. Don’t believe anything that Wolf says



I jump when the front door opens. “What did she say?”

Wolf chews his lip. “She’s changing her offer. She’ll give you seventy-five.”

My jaw drops. “Per pill? That’s insane.”

His frown twists. “I think you should take it.”

“What? Why?”

“You said you’re not making anything off this house, not until you graduate. San Francisco is expensive. With Chanel’s offer, we’d clear over three thousand in profit. Getting out of this with a few extra bucks”—he shrugs—“might be worth it to you.”

“You mean you getting out of this with a few extra bucks.”

“No. Fuck my commission, OK? You’ve worked hard. You’ve earned that money. Just… take the offer. Don’t worry about my mom, don’t worry about Sayter.”

“If I sell to Sayter, it puts me in your mom’s favor. She’s right, Wolf. Pharma research is a tough industry—being in Sayter’s network might come in handy. I need to think about my future.”

“Your future is safe with or without Sayter. Trust me. You don’t need it. It needs you.”

“I—” I clear my throat, my weight shifting from one foot to another. “I just lost my mom, Wolf. Having someone looking out for me… I need this deal.”

He meets my eyes a bit deeper. “Nothing can replace your mother, not even mine.”

I prickle. “Why are you pushing this? Doesn’t selling it to your mom ensure what you wanted? No getting Mona into the wrong hands?”

He drops his head like it weighs fifty pounds. “I lose a lot to my mother. I don’t want to lose you.”

I shake my head, unconvinced.

He swallows, hard, like all reservations are caught in his throat. Is he… is he about to cry? “What did Chanel say to you outside?”

He slogs past me, hugging the sheet closer to his body. “Doesn’t matter,” he mutters. “I made my bed a long time ago. What’s another year in the doghouse?” He picks up his clothes and boots at the back door, then ducks into the laundry room to change. The click of the door closing shoots an ache through my wrists.

Something has changed. But what?
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When I showed Wolf Chad’s text, he snorted. “Fuckin’ snake.”

His lighthearted cackle offered only a brief reprieve from the nagging feeling in my chest. In the car, he kept his eyes drawn, sneaking side glances at me. He kept asking if I was OK. It was the way he asked that troubled me, like my answer was more for his benefit than mine.

At Sayter, Rose hands me the money the second we walk through the door. I put the cash in the fanny pack with the rest, totaling a little over $10,000. Wolf stood over me when I counted it, his heel bouncing out of the corner of my eye—he could barely stand still. “Are you OK?” I asked once Rose was out of sight. It took him ages to reply, a second longer to smile.

“You’re getting your money. That’s all that matters.” His tone was a goodbye, his smile a surrender.

Since then, I’ve had a nap, a stiff margarita, and a somewhat delightful phone conversation with Francis Pete, who seemed genuinely charmed when I told him the news of my forty-eight-hour victory.

“Get it, gurl! Guess I won’t have to drag you out to Lake Travis after all. You’re a chip off the old block—your mom would be proud. Hey, I know I said midnight, but can we postpone till morning? Marge isn’t feeling so hot. I just can’t seem to grasp what she wants, what will make her happy. It’s like I’m trying, but everything I say or do is wrong. I just wanted to give her a good birthday week—she deserved it. But she’s just so… sad.” I picture him pulled over on the side of the road somewhere, his squirrelly demeanor faded like a rat caught in a trap, still alive but dwindling. “You ever get sad, Arvy?”

“Everyone gets sad from time to time.”

“Yeah, but this is a different sad,” he says, “It’s like…”

“A funk?”

“Yeah! Yeah, a funk, that’s the word.” His voice veers away from the phone. “Yeah, can I get, uh—two boxes of Caramel deLites, two Peanut Butter Patties, and uh—a box of Thin Mints, please?”

“Are you ordering Girl Scout cookies?”

“Marge sent me to the corner store to get some fiber supplements for her diverticulitis. But you know, you only live once. If I soak the cookies in milk, they’ll pass through her colon just fine.”

Is it weird that a part of me might miss hearing Francis Pete talk about his personal life as if it were any of my business? As tempted as I am to keep this number, I am so blocking it once I get to California.

Rose insists that I stay for dinner and sleep in the guest room. Wolf must have told her I was crashing in an empty house with nothing more than two suitcases and a sleeping bag. She practically cornered me. I stash the money-laden fanny pack underneath my mattress and head downstairs. At first I assume the impromptu dinner party is in celebration of finals week, the back patio adorned with long tables, plump candles, and an array of witchy décor.

“No, no, no,” Rose says. “Tonight is a ritual. When a girl leaves Sayter, she takes her stored sexual energy with her, like water from a well. We have to create a surplus until a new girl comes in. We call it ‘power sourcing.’ After dinner, we’ll charge the house with sexual juju—you’ll see. I do it every time one of my girls graduates, and we have five leaving this semester. Stay hydrated. We’ve got our work cut out for us.”

I study Wolf in the kitchen as he plays sous chef to half a dozen girls prepping a feast of roast chicken and intricate salads, reformulating old cocktail recipes with Bea’s help. All science starts with questions, followed by experiments and trials that test those questions. Is Wolf a good guy? If he’s so good, why is my intuition clinging so stubbornly to Chad’s cautionary text? Don’t believe anything that Wolf says. Watching the Sayter girls confide in Wolf at the dinner table—serving up titty jokes with passing platters and fond memories of past parties—I see their natural sibling nature with him. The way they trust him and welcome him as one of their own. My conclusion is clear. Wolf is a good guy. Even his mother, who never seems to drop her guard at the dinner table, seems at ease in his presence, though her eyes do skirt him from time to time, like a drill sergeant skirting barracks.

No wonder he has trust issues. His mom has probably modeled them since the day he was born.

To my surprise, I know someone at the table. Ashley. My lab partner from freshman year. When she saw me, she hugged me. Her hair is different now—a vibrant blue pixie cut. Like my personal interpreter, she sits next to me, breaking down the who’s who and what’s what of Sayter. I nod graciously, even if I don’t understand half of the inside jokes she tries to let me in on.

Rose and her girls laugh over politics. Intellectualize pop culture. They rate modern novelists and sapphic films. I meet a business major from Honduras, three data scientists, several engineers, and twin marketing majors who look like they could run Paris Fashion Week with both hands tied behind their necks. I watch Rose’s smile lines deepen, her crow’s feet inching outward when arguments inspire debate. Everyone is so courteous, so seemingly confident, and I wonder if innate charm is learned here or a prerequisite for candidates. They don’t even flinch when I squeeze in an extra chair for Mom—they just smile, placing an empty plate and dinner napkin in front of her. No questions asked.

There is one set of eyes that doesn’t seem as keen to share this dinner with me. A few seats down, Imogen sits across the table next to Rose. I can’t help noticing how hard she’s working to avoid me, her gaze swiping left every time our eyes meet.

I lean in to Ashley. “Who’s that girl? The one in the blue next to Rose.”

“Imogen?” She sucks a dollop of cupcake frosting from her pinkie.

“She keeps looking at me.”

“Well, you did come with Wolf.” She bites into her cupcake like it’s a tasty secret she’s not quite willing to share.

Before I can ask for clarification, Rose rolls in a keg of prosecco across the patio floor on a stand-up dolly, its deep metal drone causing the table to erupt in high-pitched hoots and hugs. Wolf winks at me, and the real party begins.

Festivities migrate into the house, and the late evening unravels with pop music and innovative drinking games. Somehow, the party swells from a dozen housemates to a near sorority-size mixer of only women. They pack every room and cranny the house has to offer, some dolled up like clubgoers, some looking like they rolled out of a week long study bender with wet hair and sweatpants. Armed with chalices of prosecco, girls grind against girls. A jar of pre-rolled joints circulates from couch to couch, a hostess gift from Wolf.

Rose lights candles around the house and builds a bonfire in the backyard. The girls use the living room to blast Megan Thee Stallion, choreographing dances they plan to “offer to the fire,” whatever that means. The dances range from hedonistic to downright silly. They laugh, churning out sexy versions of popular interpretive dances: the Horny Lawnmower; the Thirsty Shower; the Topless Running Man; a Fosse-inspired Cha Cha Slide. My favorite is the Middle Eastern girl who arrives an hour late, carrying a belly-dancing costume. She gabs with her sisters while stripping down naked in a corner, wiggling into her garment like a sack of pennies doing the twist.

Like a coven of witches, the girls dance all evening free of shame. There are no phones, no one taking pictures or recording—something I noticed about Sayter early on. I see no sister sitting off in a corner scrolling through social media, making me wonder if there is a strict no phone policy for ritual evenings such as these.

“Arvy, come dance!” A girl I don’t know reaches for my hands, her infectious smile summoning mine.

“Oh my god, no, seriously, I can’t dance. I have zero rhythm.” Though my mind objects, my feet propel, eager to let her tow me into a group of girls grinding, walling me in on all sides. “It’s not about rhythm,” she says, casting a spell inside my ear. “It’s whatever you want it to be, whatever you feel you are. Give it to the room. We’ll carry it with us.” She closes my eyes with two fingers, laces her hands with mine. I let the music guide me, awkward at first, but when she squeezes my wrist, I feel my blood pumping to the bass line, understanding its connection. I bloom wild, dancing for five songs before going to find Wolf.

Wolf gives me a tour through the quieter nooks and alleys of the house before landing in a formal dining room converted into a swanky lounge. The “think tank,” someone calls it. Three tattered sofas border the room, large glass dry-erase boards mounted above them. I can barely read the chicken-scratch markings—a combination of prose, mathematics, code, and elegant cavewoman doodles. Half a dozen girls lounge and drink in various arrangements. One is passed out cold; they cover her with a blanket and handwritten note: DO NOT DISTURB.

Sitting side by side on a sofa, Wolf and I play thumb war, our hips butted against one another, a proximity that dizzies my heart and flutters my loins. Sad Wolf is gone; frisky Wolf is back. And thank God. I was beginning to worry it was me who tripped up our chemistry back at my house. I don’t broach the subject of Chanel, or what she might have said to him. The alcohol in his system seems to have cast all doom and gloom from his eyes, their heated gaze prompting mine.

Wolf’s thumb is significantly longer than mine, his reach more apt to pin me down. But what my thumb lacks in strength, it makes up for in dexterity. The visual inspires—a salacious fantasy of what I might do to him on this couch were we not surrounded by six prosecco-drunk girls nursing blue Ring Pops and debating PhD tracks.

“How many girls do you recruit every year?”

He wrestles my wormy thumb. “Depends on the year. Sometimes three. Sometimes none.”

“Who the fuck are all these people then?”

His thumb dodges my attack, invoking a chortle from us both. We inch closer until I’m practically in his lap, biting my lip.

“Some are recent alumni. Some are friends of the girls. It’s a residence, not a compound. People come and go all the time.”

“How have I never heard of this place?”

Wolf shrugs. “Maybe you weren’t looking.”

He’s right. I wasn’t. “Don’t get me wrong, I get the future is female, but this all feels a bit—”

“Cultish?” He smirks.

“I was going to say bacchanalian.”

Even in conversation, his eyes never leave the battlefield. “In Greek mythology, wild maenads liberated themselves with wine and dancing. They believed that being possessed by Dionysus was a gift, exorcising them of shame while embodying in them godlike strength and untamed spirit. In Greek, the word maenad derives from maenades, ‘mad’ or ‘demented.’”

“And you know this how?” I chuckle, my eyes glued to our dodging thumbs.

“I’m a recruiter. Mom makes all her recruiters adhere to the same required reading list as her candidates.”

“I win!”

Ashley plops down beside us, holding a bedazzled paper cup. “I made a bet with Rose that I could get you to dance naked under the moon by the end of the night. Don’t argue! Last bet I lost to her cost me a semester without makeup.”

Wolf collects a few empty cups around the lounge, and I ogle his backside, imagining all the random chores he gets asked to do when he’s here. My eyes scan the room, wondering if the average Sayter girl enjoys watching him as much as I do. But they all seem desensitized, barely giving him a second glance when he stockpiles their plates, a slight robotic elegance to his movements. I find myself shutting out Ashley’s conversation just to observe, feeling a sudden urge to whisk him off to a secluded closet and make out with his hands.

Rose swoops in to ask Wolf something before dismissing him to dispose of some overflowing trash cans. She plops down next to me, a sweaty longneck beer in hand. She smells sensuous tonight, a perfuming of saffron and clove.

“You and Wolf seem cozy.” She takes a pull of her beer, wiggling her eyebrows when I don’t immediately reply. Shit, am I in trouble?

“Where’s your mom?”

The question pinches me, not because it’s rude but because I think about all the places Mom would normally be at this hour. “She’s upstairs. I took a nap with her earlier.”

She nods, her eyes chaperoning the various conversations taking place around her, their subdued volume just loud enough for me to absorb a few financial planning tips.

Like an angel gracing a den of deplorables, Imogen stumbles into the room but stops short when she sees Rose and me talking, her eyes bouncing back and forth between us. Anxious and disoriented, she shifts her weight in a series of pops and locks, holding two cups of prosecco while considering vacant seat cushions. There are plenty to choose from. I smile politely, hoping it might ease her to my company. She tucks her chin and leaves.

“Hey, Rose?” I nod toward Imogen’s back. “That Imogen girl. Is she OK?”

“Yeah, why?”

“She keeps looking at me funny.”

“Really? Like how?”

“Like she wants to slice open my torso and harvest my organs.”

“Well, she is premed.”

“So it’s not personal?”

“Eh. You did show up with Wolf.” She says it like her beer just got more bitter.

“What do you mean? Oh god, please don’t say they’ve slept together.”

Rose whips her head at me, her eyes bulging from their sockets. “What? No! Why? What have you heard?”

“Don’t take it personally,” Ashley cuts in, like she’s rescuing me from an hour-long interrogation. “You’re not the first girl to receive dirty looks just for standing next to Wolf.”

Rose sighs. A female Sisyphus trekking back up the hill. “Looks like my annual lecture on abating female jealousy is due for a revisit.” She takes a long swig of her beer.

“Maybe I should leave.”

“Why?” Rose says. “Honestly, I don’t understand this whole heteronormative ‘I saw them first’ mentality. It’s juvenile! Women fighting women is just another win for the patriarchy. Dating a man is of no value to a woman of eminent purpose.” She lifts her beer to her lips, but halts. “Don’t tell Wolf I said that. He knows the score, but he hates hearing it out loud.”

“I take it you don’t like men.”

“Oh god, honey, no. What kind of bisexual woman do you think I am? I looooove men. Some might even say I have daddy issues, which I embrace to their fullest sexual potential. I just love women more. I want more for women.”

“That still doesn’t explain why Imogen keeps eyeballing me like I’m a cyclops.”

“I’m not buzzed enough for this conversation,” Rose grumbles, plopping her beer on a nearby table with a thud. “I’m switching to weed.”

No sooner does she leave than Ashley squares her shoulders to mine. “OK, I couldn’t say this while Rose was here, but Imogen and Wolf have a history of—how do I say this? Consciously abstaining from one another. Their connection isn’t as intense nowadays, but when I first got into Sayter two years ago—Holy. Shit. You couldn’t be in the same room with them and not feel it. It was like watching magnets try to flip themselves out of trajectory so as not to collide. He even stopped coming around the house for a while because of it.”

“Are you s-serious?”

“Shit. Is that awkward? I made it awkward telling you that, didn’t I? Don’t worry, it’s never gonna happen between them. Wolf would never jeopardize Imogen’s future like that. Sayter is everything to her. Not to mention Rose would kill him. Wolf isn’t allowed to date Sayter girls. Are you sure this isn’t weird to hear? I wouldn’t tell you if I thought you couldn’t use it to your advantage somehow.”

I shake my head like an eraser wiping pornographic images from my mind. Wolf necking Imogen. Imogen riding Wolf. Wolf in a maintenance closet—

“Imogen was poached from another university, handpicked by Rose. She’s her most prized protégé. Wolf is—well, Wolf. Rose loves him, but if she ever caught the two of them canoodling, and believe me, she would, it would be Armageddon. Like, bye-bye Imogen and a rain of hellfire for Wolf. Eck, can you imagine? Mother Hen protecting all her chickadees, only to see it all go up in feathers because she let Wolf in the pen one too many times. Oooo! Lemon drops!” She takes two from a passing tray and hands me one.

“But you can’t prove that someone broke a celibacy contract. You’d have to catch them red-handed.”

“Oh, Rose has spies all over Westheimer. I wouldn’t be surprised if she has some on her payroll. But it’s not just that—we all take a vow of honesty, to be completely open and transparent with one another. If a sister breaks the vow and you find out, you tell. Otherwise, the secret erodes our bond. You think girls are dancing around a fire out back just for fun? It’s a necessity. We all have steam to blow off and want to be honest about it. Sharing that with sisters—ventilating it—it’s meaningful stuff.”

“You have drunk the Kool-Aid, my friend.”

Ashley seems to prickle at this, her tone running a few degrees colder than before. For the first time, I sense the sharp talons she’s grown while flying high at Sayter, a useful upgrade compared to the dull claws she sported as a freshmen. “These are some of the most honest, hardworking, intelligent, extraordinary women I’ve ever met in my life. We’re a family. I’m lucky to be here.”

Though she bites, her solemn tenor is unmistakable. “You graduate next week, right?” I say. “How do you feel about that? Leaving, I mean.”

It takes her a few tries, her nose swelling red like it’s holding back tears. “I don’t know.” She wipes her nose. “I guess I’m scared. I won’t feel as special on my own. Rose makes me feel special.”

I nod, feeling bad for picking fun at her. I look around in search of tissues. In the end, I leave it up to good humor to dry the mood. “So, no one here fucks? Not even each other?” She shakes her head. “Oral? Hand jobs? Masturbation?”

She laughs nervously. “Well, one does slip down from time to time. Pretty sure we all know which jets in the hot tub have the best water pressure. And I know for a fact there’s more than one battery-operated boyfriend in this house. Otherwise, batteries wouldn’t randomly disappear from ceiling fan remotes every few weeks. So long as the energy stays contained in the house, it’s fine. We all benefit.”

I try to understand, try to nod, but suddenly this cushiony room feels like a sexually repressed harem with Rose on the throne. Ashley says there’s no hanky-panky, but I can’t imagine these parties not inspiring more than a few secret affairs. “Does that mean all the girls here are virgins?”

“Nah.” Ashley laughs, her tone warm. “Jesus, Arvy, we did all graduate high school. I had a boyfriend once. Seemed overrated.”

I nod again, though my stubborn diagnostic nature still clings to a grudge. Hopeful for a loophole. “So, no dating,” I say, adding to Sayter’s list of forbidden fruits.

Her head teeters from side to side, considering. “Dating is a gray area. It’s not prohibited, just frowned upon. And you do not want to be on the other side of Rose’s frown. It’s like being on the dark side of the moon. I once drove a girl to urgent care because she couldn’t stop hyperventilating after Rose caught her spooning with her high school sweetheart. It’s fine, she works for Goldman Sachs now. Some girls don’t buy into Rose’s rules though. There was this one girl, Chanel—”

“Chanel?”

“You know her?”

“Short? Dark hair? Looks like a glamorous angry raccoon?”

“Oh my god, you do know her! Anyway, Rose supposedly walked in on Chanel takin’ backshots from some guy out behind the Puka Shell. Like full-on fucking at Rose’s place of work. Can you imagine? Chanel is a total badass, but give that girl a rule and she’ll break it purely on principle. Gotta respect that. What’s that old saying? ‘Well-behaved women rarely make history’?”

“Ashley!” Some girl pops in from the hallway. “Fire dance! We’re up!”

“Come on!” She grabs my hand, and we skitter to the back door, my thoughts still clogged with images of Wolf fucking Chanel doggy-style behind the Puka.
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By midnight, the party has dwindled. Something about lunar sleep schedules and naked yoga at 6:00 a.m. Only a few girls remain scattered across the backyard. The empty keg of prosecco bobs, weightless, inside a large rubber trash bin next to the back door. For a May evening, it’s surprisingly brisk. Pine branches rustle overhead.

Rose smokes a stubby blunt. We idle near the back porch’s edge like two wallflowers loitering at the end of a school dance. In the distance, yawning girls slow-dance around the dwindling bonfire, their energy sapped, reduced to sluggish sways and slack embraces. Wolf is intoxicated, practicing handstands with four girls near the forest’s edge. He’s funny when he’s drunk; he refrains from speaking, looking like a bashful movie star fielding questions with silence. I switched to water an hour ago, wanting to keep my composure around Rose.

Rose nods good-nights to those who pass. Their polite hugs and well wishes heighten my lingering buzz, relieving me of any worry I might have harbored about being unworthy of their tribe. There are no judges here, only goddesses recruiting goddesses, turning in for the night.

Looking up, I admire a second-story bank of windows, curious about every glowing portal draped in sheer white curtains. My eyebrows pinch—one of the curtains is slightly drawn. A frail face peeks through its opening. Imogen. She doesn’t see me; she’s staring at Wolf across the yard. The curtain swishes closed like the gentle surrender of a lover’s lament. Her light goes off.

“There’s still something I don’t get,” I say, my attention lingering overhead. “Why here? Why Westheimer?”

Rose’s voice is scratchy, hoarse from a long night of coaching. “The first Sayter started up around Boston. I was doing my residency there. I recruited candidates from Harvard. MIT. Wellesley. Wolf took his first steps on the banks of the Charles. Admittedly, I was a little embarrassed having him in tow—I wasn’t much older than my recruits. Truth is, I don’t think I ever really found what I was looking for along the Ivy Coast. I wanted diamonds in the rough.” She waves her hand toward the pines. “I wanted scrappy, coming from nothing and nowhere.”

Fire crackles in the distance. We watch Wolf fumble a handstand, his impish grin pulling a cackle from his bystanders.

“I met Chanel,” I say.

“Oh god,” she grumbles flatly, passing me the blunt. I chuckle and wave it off. “If that isn’t the definition of a Sayter woman, I don’t know what is,” I add.

A twinkle invades her glossy eyes; even her smile lines can’t hide her fondness for her exes. “Chanel’s energy was unmatched. She was my favorite in the house. Ask anyone. But she broke the rules. Simple as that.” The twinkle fades. “I miss her.”

“Enough to let her back in?”

She smothers the blunt under her shoe, her toe carving a hole in the grass. A burial. “Do you know who she fucked?” I meet her eyes, carefully reading her frown. I nod. She purses her lips, perhaps disappointed that her backhand didn’t hit as hard as she thought it would.

“No shade, I really love what you’re doing here. And maybe I’m jealous. But as an outsider…” I measure her smirk, her side-eye caught in the cast of a porch lamp’s hue. Like she wants me to toe the line. “I just think that preaching restraint wins people over smoother than enforcing it. If a young woman desires something, why deny her what she wants? Let her come to her own conclusions.”

She shakes her head. “What do you know about leading the charge, Arvy? Have you ever sat in a room full of women and discussed how they feel, what holds them back? I’m not denying them sex. I’m postponing it.”

“By gaslighting them into thinking they don’t need it.”

“Some don’t.”

“And those who do? Where do you send them? Back to the cattle yards?”

She muses over this, staring off into the dense forest beyond like she wants to run into it, but can’t will herself to exit a debate floor. “Smart girl.” A pause. “You know, Wolf told me he opened up to you about… stuff. Maybe even some stuff about me?” She searches my face for an answer. I consider what a nod might do, if she’ll take it as a threat or a relief. Something about that risk reminds me of my mother. I nod.

She nods back, resigned to her quiet high.

“I know he has internalized a lot of my teachings in a way that might feel”—she says the word like she’s eating it, a leafy green forced down her throat—“emasculating. But I taught him things all mothers and fathers should teach their sons. About womanhood. About the history. I didn’t know I was instilling a deeper sense of guilt in him. I didn’t realize that until later, much later. But that’s our business. Not yours.”

“I wasn’t judging.”

She smiles, soft and drowsy. “Yes, you were. Don’t worry. I won’t spite you for it.”

We watch the bonfire girls hug Wolf good night, and though he accepts, his shoulders hitch, like a dog pulled back by an invisible leash when they touch him. He pulls away, folding his hands over his heart. Like he’s protecting it.

“He likes you, you know,” she says. “You’re his type.”

I smirk. “Brainy?”

“Ballsy. While I can’t endorse every quality my son possesses, I can tell you he’s courteous, compassionate, well-spoken…”

“Sounds like a sales pitch.”

She shrugs, drawing away from the porch’s edge toward the house. “Maybe I like you, too.” She walks like Wolf, her hands resigned to her pockets. “Anyway, it’s an uphill battle, I’m afraid. That boy has an Oedipus complex and he knows it.”

The last handful of girls file into the house. She pats their backs, kissing their heads like she’s blessing their dreams. “You’re staying the night, right?” she asks me.

I nod, thankful to spend one more night in Sayter’s good graces.

Rose draws near, like there’s one last bit of business to be settled before we part ways. “You can share your bedroom tonight. If that’s what you want.” She starts to walk off.

“Share?”

She turns. “You’re not a member. You’ve taken no vow.” That hazy twinkle in her eye returns, but I have a feeling it’s the weed talking. “Call it an experiment,” she concedes. “If anyone complains, they can take it up with me.” She walks to the back door. “But cover your mouths and fuck on the floor,” she throws over her shoulder. “That bed squeaks.”

And here I thought my mother was unconventional.

Wolf sidles up beside me. I peer up at Imogen’s window overhead—still dark. Is she watching?

“So.” He pulls a long draw of fresh air like he’s checking it off his list. “Pills are in the house safe.” I nod; I watched Rose lock them away. “You’ve got your money.” I nod; I hid it under my mattress. “And you don’t have to do shit until morning, right?” I nod, smiling. “Sure you don’t want me to come with you tomorrow? I can help.” I shake my head. Francis Pete may be growing on me, but I’m not about to risk pissing him off by bringing Wolf along. “Then I guess this is the part where we shake hands on a job well done.” He holds out his hand. I shake it, my pulse kicking, anticipating our final act.

There’s still one thing we haven’t done.

He leans in. My gaze tips north, knowing that Imogen could be watching from her perch. Wolf plants a slow, chaste peck upon my cheek, his beer-scented lips lingering on my skin.

“Where’d you stash the money?” he whispers.

I pin him with a playful glare. I shake my head, cool and calm. Aloof. Just like he taught me.

“Wow,” he says. “Guess my work here is done. Congratulations, you are officially a drug dealer.” He rocks back on his heels, his balance wavering. In the distance, the wind whistles.

“You’re cute when you drink.”

“I don’t drink. Not really. Just needed to get a little out of my head is all.” Sadness eclipses his gaze—the same quiet dread that plagued his face after he spoke with Chanel. Regardless, his dark eyes flare, their heat extinguishing all grief to ash. He leans in—

“I have an idea,” I quip, unable to resist, wanting to fuck with him before fucking him. “Let’s not fuck. Ever.”

His goofy grin twists. “Can we do other things?”

“No. Not even kiss. Not even a soft brushing of thighs. I say”—he claws my hands, lacing our fingers between us—“we ride this sexual tension straight into the sunset. Right off a cliff—bam, dead.”

“She’s a romantic.”

“Except now I feel in your debt.” Our clutched hands play, their juvenile flirtation disguised as a wrestling match. “If sexual favors are off the table, and you’re not getting a commission, how can I repay you?” He looks to the sky, dizzy with possibility. “You’ve gone out of your way for me. How can I go out of my way for you? If this is the last night we ever spend together—”

“Which it probably is.”

I draw him in, giving him time to settle into my eyes. “What do you want from me?”

He thinks it over, though it’s hard to tell what genre of thought his mind is processing.

A wide grin spans his face. “How do you feel about petty theft?”

I bite down, my heart mushrooming inside my chest. “What did you have in mind?”
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“I’m glad you called.” Chad props up a fresh white canvas on his easel. “Still not sure why you gave me a bogus number. I almost invited a guy named Jeff out for coffee.”

“Sorry.” I blush. “I panicked. Wolf was right there. I didn’t want him to get jealous.” I knew my text at booty-call-o’clock would spring Chad into action; after waving bye to my Uber driver, he pounced after closing the front door. But I quickly redirected his ego. “Sketch me first, Chad. Show me how you see me.” The Uber was Wolf’s idea—I suppose he needed time to sober up before the heist.

“For a second, I was nervous you might actually like that guy.” I join him in a laugh, shaking my head at such a ridiculous notion.

“Cute, but not for me. I like my men… artistic.” Chad pulls a rickety wooden chair from a nearby corner. The room is cluttered with torn-up old books and wadded-up charcoal sketches. Acetone-stenched newspapers litter the cardboard-covered floorboards. He lights a fragrant candle beside us, and for a good five minutes I sit stone-still, imagining the whole apartment bursting into flames. I toe the cardboard beneath me, splattered with multicolored footprints. I try to avert my eyes, but the hand and knee prints around Chad’s easel keep stealing my attention.

Striking my most sultry pose, I nearly crumple under Chad’s assessing gaze. He grimaces, unsatisfied. “Tell me something personal,” he says.

“Personal?”

“I would sooner cut off my hands than have my models feel as though they’re being objectified. I want to capture you, Arvy. Your soul. Your essence. Tell me something that only your soul might know.”

“I—”

“Just come out with it, Arvy!” I jump, my nervous system jolted by the passion in his eyes. The violence in his tone. “Bare your soul to me, right now!” He spreads his arms like an emaciated eagle taking flight, but all I see is a towering wide receiver flapping his arms, desperate for a touchdown pass.

Chest tight, I throw out the first thing that pops into my head. “I-I don’t agree with the NFL’s concussion protocol, a-a-and feel their return-to-participation policy lacks the necessary nonbiased third-party authority that might override a coach’s decision to reinstate a player prematurely at the risk of that player damaging or losing vital cognitive ability later in life.”

Chad nods his head, narrowing his gaze like a Rhodes scholar with a PhD in baloney. “Nice.”

He sketches me quickly, eyes flitting between me and the canvas. He spends an exceptional amount of time on my belly and breasts while I furtively tap my fingers against my thigh, sneaking glances at the hallway.

“Your art show last semester was so inspiring,” I say. “And you looked so sexy at the exhibition. Mingling. Talking to guests. Articulating your passion.”

“It was an intense night for sure. You know, I have a summer show coming up.”

“Really?”

He nods. “It’s actually an extension of last semester’s show. Different molds. Different textures. I’m even designing a new ‘for his pleasure’ condom, if you can believe it.” He chuckles, and I do my best to laugh along without gagging.

“Wow, that’s—” Keep smiling, Arvy. “Ambitious. Brave.”

“Well, you can’t make good art without being brave.”

“Totally.” I shift my hips outward, tilting my pelvis closer to the seat’s edge. I lick my lips deliberately, giving him time to notice. I hold my breath, anticipating my initiative. “Can I…? No, forget it.”

“What?” His charcoal pencil falls from his fingers. He scooches closer, the high-pitched ring of his stool’s casters rolling toward me, sending my pulse into overdrive.

“It’s embarrassing.” I take a deep breath, arching my back to lift my breasts. “Can I—see it?”

He smiles and starts to unbuckle his pants.

“No, no!” I lunge to cover his hands. “Your work. Your new exhibition. Can I see what you’re working on?”

He winces. Apparently, the only private showing Chad planned on giving this evening was the one of his actual dick. “I dunno. I really don’t like to divulge my work when it’s only at half-mast.”

“I don’t mind using my imagination,” I chirp, batting my eyes wide. “Please? I promise to respect your process.”

After some suggestive flirting and a brief reminder that we may never see each other again, he leads me down the hallway. I lace my fingers through his, which he takes as an invitation—he pins me against the wall outside the back room. “Ah!” I press a finger to his advancing lips. “Art comes first. Then you.”

He shudders; a wondrous gasp. My god. You’d think I was mighty Aphrodite herself, come to bless his home with my wanton wisdom and appreciation for dick sculpture.

“Oooooh,” I say, fingering the keypad on the door. “Maximum security. How professional.” To my horror, the key code is caked in paint, the buttons concealed by months of dirty fingerprints punching their faces. Panicked, I scramble to memorize the quick waltz of his fingers, envisioning the same pattern across my phone’s keypad. 2-4-6-0-1.

24601. 24601. 24601.

He turns the paint-stained doorknob. “After you.”

I brush past him with a tight smile, my chest suddenly constricted by an invisible force. Alarms going off in my head. I didn’t think about what it would feel like to walk into a back room with Chad, who has already assumed my consent, given that we’ve hooked up before and I invited myself over tonight. I spot a full-length window at the room’s rear, its transparent glass masked by ribbons of painter’s tape—an emergency exit should I need it.

The scene is a madman’s workshop: a laminate table spackled in soap shavings; plastic canisters; stained colanders; silicone molds; unmarked powders, pink and blue; a hot plate scarred from usage.

“Wow. Talk about not getting your deposit back,” I huff, feigning interest.

Chad opens a shallow walk-in closet, its poles replaced by makeshift wooden shelves. They line the walls, displaying soap sculptures of various shapes and colors. Hello, Wolf. Rusty nails stud the closet’s interior, a few anatomically correct dildos strung from their spikes. A pervert’s playroom. An orgy of soap-on-a-rope.

“Did you hear that?” I say, refusing to waste any more time buttering up this deviant douchebag. I grab his shoulder, going full-on damsel in distress. “I heard something.”

“It’s a portable AC.” He points to the little R2-D2–looking machine in the corner, next to a stack of pornographic magazines.

“I think someone’s at the door. Oh god, I bet it’s Wolf.” I dig my nails into his bicep, pinning my heaving breasts against his chest. “Please. Don’t tell him I’m here. He’s obsessed with me—God knows what he’ll do.”

“How would he know you’re here?”

I freeze. Backpedal. “How could he not?” I counter, firming my tone. “Ever since we came to see you this morning, he’s been popping off—talking shit about Penis Soap, trying to take advantage of me, belittling my admiration for you, your work. He’s completely jealous. He’s done all but show me his dick! He said it’s bigger than yours.”

“Wait here.”

As soon as he rushes out of the room, I whip out my phone and text Wolf.


24601.



He replies, Like Les Mis??? [image: ] fuckin douche knuckle

I run out to the hallway, colliding with Chad’s chest. “There’s no one there,” he says, a deep line dividing his brow. Restored to a smirk, he towers over me, steering me back toward the room.

“Oh shit, look. My aunt just texted me. I should go.”

“You just got here.”

“It’s my aunt—she hasn’t been the same since the accident.”

“Ten minutes,” he demands, pushing me back toward his den of dildos. Fear kicks up my stomach. The farther back my feet shuffle, the more insistent his steps become.

No, no! NO!

“Art Appreciation!” I yelp in his face. I slap his cheeks with both hands, cupping his jaw. “I’m sorry, Chad, I have to be rested for tomorrow. It’s my last final. If I don’t pass, it could jeopardize my internship. My entire future.”

He frowns. “Who do you have?”

I freeze, trying to decipher whether it’s a trick question, whether the answer might influence his willingness to let me go. I hesitate for a second, then take a chance on the truth. “Berry?”

His expression gives nothing away, until—“Her unit on color analysis is unparalleled. Best professor I ever had.”

My lungs deflate, relieved to a sigh. “Her curriculum really spoke to me.” The hell it did. The fuck do I care about chiaroscuro?

He scratches the back of his neck. “What about the painting?”

“I can come back tomorrow.” I push past him, speed walking through the hallway until I reach the front door. “I don’t leave until the day after that. God, this week has been so intense—after my final, I just know I’m gonna want to blow off some steam. Like so hard.”

He blushes.

“Can I offer you a ride home?”

I cop a swoon. “I was hoping you’d say that.”
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Wolf and I drive back to Sayter, the whipping wind of rolled-down windows drowning out our cackles. After Chad dropped me off, I texted Wolf immediately to warn him that Chad was on the move. I waited in the moonlight of my house’s entryway for over an hour, worried that something had gone wrong. He texted me periodically, but still—what had taken him so long? I sat quietly, the occasional laugh bursting from my chest every time I replayed Chad’s face when I told him Wolf’s dick was bigger.

Tall streetlamps patrol the back roads, their jaundiced eyes dimmed with age. My hand surfs the early morning darkness—its unseen forces sailing through my fingers like streamers I can’t see.

Wolf’s smile is infectious—it draws me in like an actress drawn to applause. Projecting over the wind and radio, I holler every detail of my “seduction” back at Chad’s apartment, loving the way Wolf’s laugh quakes his chest. In return, he relays all the ridiculous details leading up to his part of the heist. Apparently, while I was dodging Chad’s wormy hands on the car ride home, Wolf was breaking into Chad’s apartment, rescuing every Polaroid, cast, and mold he could get his hands on.

Behind Wolf’s seat, a duffel bag sits open, nestled on the floorboards like a treasure trove of dick soaps and silicone molds, quivering captives we rescued from a demented pirate’s ship.

I tilt my forehead toward the window, the cold breeze lashing my cheeks, whipping my ponytail in a thousand directions. I surrender to its path, the feeling of going nowhere and everywhere all at once.

Wolf says something that I can’t quite make out, but I nod anyway, turning to agree. He’s no longer smiling, all humor whipped from his face. His brow is pinched.

“You OK?” I roll up my window, brushing back a whirl of loose ends.

He nods, tightly, but the blue dash lights sharpen a shadow of doubt on his face. A partygoer not quite comfortable celebrating just yet.

Is he embarrassed? I suppose asking a girl to help you rescue your own dick could feel emasculating. When he picked me up from my house, I considered offering to drive. He looked so tired. He kissed my hand—said thank you—but it wasn’t until he cranked up the tunes that he started to loosen up. It was him who rolled down our windows. It was him who laughed the hardest.

Like a torch dwindled to a matchstick flame, his presence contracts. You’d think his mother was in the car.

“I have to tell you something,” he says, but I’m already scooting closer, plotting to steal his shame—to transform it. He doesn’t need to feel embarrassed. “There’s a rest stop up here,” he adds. I kiss his shoulder—it hitches. “If we could go for a walk, or maybe sit down—”

“We are sitting down,” I whisper, scooting closer.

“We could get something to eat.”

“Later.” I lean in, seduced by my own suggestive tone. I kiss his cheek. He clutches the leather steering wheel, his cashew knuckles aglow in the dash lights. Fuck, those fingers—

I tongue his earlobe, smirking when the speedometer plummets a few marks. “I’m not letting you say no this time.” I stroke my hand up his thigh. “You don’t get to be a gentleman right now.”

His whisper cracks. “I need to pull over.”

“So pull over.”

As we slow down, the wind dies outside his window, giving way to the college radio station crooning from the speakers, heavy with bass. Loose gravel grumbles beneath the tires. I crane my body against Wolf’s side, the hem of my shirt fluttering north when he grips the gearshift and puts it into park.

I trace his prickled jaw with the tip of my nose. His cologne has all but evaporated, his sweaty musk seeping through. I run my tongue along his collar.

“Arvy.” He turns to talk, but I catch his lips in a kiss, inhaling him, denying him any hesitance he might be harboring. His body melts, surrendering to the nails raking up his shirt. His neck. I massage his scalp—scratch his roots—adoring the hiss of silky tendrils. When I tug them, he moans.

Overcome, our torsos arch to meet, each craning to reach the other. I slide my breasts up his chest, enjoying his desperate little exhalations—like he can’t get enough. Our lips lock, tongues taking what they want. Every caress feels like a ploy to crawl deeper into something we can’t back out of, committing to the mystery and menace of what lies beneath.

My hand roves up the warm inseam of his jeans. He’s hard.

He jolts, his ass seizing up off the seat. “I really have to tell you something.”

“Later.” I kiss him harder, feeling addictive. Powerful. A drug he can’t resist. I tow his hand up my shirt and mold it to my bare breast, pulling groans from his throat.

“If I tell you later, you might be mad.”

“I won’t be mad. Later.” I suckle his neck. Thrust my breast deeper into his hand.

A pathetic little whimper escapes him. His face is tense, but his eyes are half-lidded. Drunk with lust. He clamps them shut. “Arvy—”

I rear back, grab his shirt, and command his gaze. “Those test results you texted me yesterday morning. Were they recent?”

“Yes.”

“Did you get all your dicks back?”

“Y-yes.”

“Did we sell all the Mona? Do we have my money?”

He nods ferociously. “Yes.”

“Did you promise me we’d fuck after all this was over?”

He winces—a final plea of guilt. “Yes.”

“Then trust me. This is the happiest, most powerful I’ve felt in a long time. Whatever you have to say… can fucking wait.”

His silence tethers us, his dark eyes searching mine for permission I’ve already given. It’s enough to sober me. Why is he hesitating? What could possibly be so important to stop us from—

His lips storm mine—a white knight’s attack. Quick hands trample every inch of my shirt, tugging the fabric up and over my head. The cold AC pulls a gasp from my chest, shooting icy kisses past my stiffened nipples. Wolf locks one between his thumb and forefinger. He pinches the root, the sting lancing every nerve ending dancing beneath it. My core puckers.

“Fuck me.” I cast it like a wish; a penny down his throat.

He pops open my jeans and cups my pussy inside my underwear, massaging the liquid heat seeping through—a slick swell dilating me until sparks spur behind my eyelids.

Long fingers bisect my swollen flesh. A finger slides inside me.

“Crawl to the back.” His husky tone fogs my judgment. I grind so hard against his hand, my ass hovers off my seat in midair.

Like actors racing a scene change, Wolf removes his hand, and I kick off my shoes. He steps out of the car and starts unbuckling his belt, shutting the door with his foot. With matching speed, I climb over the center console, the overhead dome light flooding my naked breasts and stomach. I lie back on the bench seat longways, my bare feet bracing against the door handle as I unzip my jeans, wriggling the tight denim down past my hips. The back door flies open.

“Do you have a condom?” I manage, breathless, shielding my breasts from the light.

“Nope.” He clutches my waistband and yanks my ass to the seat’s edge, skinning me of my pants and underwear in one fell swoop. I don’t even care that he tosses them to the dirt behind him; I’m too wrapped up in his wet, hungry mouth making out with my waist. My back squirms, the deliciously slick conditioned leather cold against my ear. Slow, brushing kisses trail my hip bones. My stomach hollows out, loins taut and buzzing.

Wolf kneels on the ground just outside the door, pinning the backs of my thighs with his hands until my knees are pointing at my armpits. Oh god—The position is just as jarring as it is hot. Nature’s elements well inside the open cab—crickets chirping and muggy air licking my exposed flesh. I arch my back, opening, letting the overhead light rob me of all modesty.

Wolf stares down between my legs. A rogue breeze sweeps past my toes.

“Do you trust me?” His tongue’s feather tip draws tiny stars along the insides of my thighs.

“You, yes,” I pant. “Your little swimmers—nope.”

He snickers, sliding the full weight of his torso up my splayed thighs and stomach until his face mirrors mine. “That’s fair.” He kisses me, and I mew softly, imagining his freshly laundered shirt marked by my scent, wondering how long it will linger before he washes it next. Long, smooth palms ride up my thighs, hooking and pinning my knees wide. He rises, pressing his hips into me, his open fly and bulging hard-on forking my slit. The fabric tickles my clit.

We fuck without fucking. Lost in the grind, we struggle to kiss, trading hooded gazes and shallow breaths. I love it when we both smile—when we catch ourselves locking eyes like two voyeurs not yet cured of their bashfulness. Breathless, I bite down on a chuckle, but it’s hard when he leans down and kisses me with a light touch. A tease. “What are you smiling at?”

He’s still fully clothed. Cotton textures, both rough and smooth, brush past my belly before he dives down to take a long, heavy lick of my opening. “Holy fuck,” I squeak softly, but the sound catches in my throat—a helpless cry for more.

I tangle my fingers in his hair. He feasts on me, pinning me open with his thumbs. He delights in whatever pathways he pleases—my sensitive nerve endings scramble to absorb them all.

“Can you come like this?” he whispers. I nod, unsure if he can see. “You gotta talk to me, OK? Tell me what feels good.”

I ache, I nod—“Mmhm.”

He teases me, his tongue skiing the bowl of my sex, the hilt of my clit. It wrings my womb so tight it hurts. My thighs start to quiver.

As if sensing my shyness to reply, his thumb drags south and swirls my opening. Oh fuck.

“You’re always looking at my fingers.” The pad of his thumb massages me firmly, softening restraint until I’m melting around that thumb. “How many do you want?”

Stars swim before my eyes. My head is spinning. I couldn’t catch a single thought if I tried.

“How many?” His thumb glides up and pinches my clit, tugging me up off the seat. More fingers divide my seam, his hot tongue wedging itself so deep his chin nestles against the most secret part of me. He flexes it inside me, sampling the nectar.

“Oh fuck…” is all I can utter.

“How many?” A finger slides inside me. “One?” I curl my hips, bearing down on the sweet invasion, giving a soft whimper in reply. “Two?” Another finger works itself in, a tight pairing that has me spreading my legs wider, my knee skimming the driver’s seat. He slowly pumps, working his way deeper until I’m rolling my hips—trying his reach. I moan when he strokes my ceiling. “Two,” he confirms, his mouth fastening to my clit.

I buck his face gently, constricting the fingers now swirling inside me. I scratch his scalp and twirl his fur like he’s half man, half animal—hungry and patient. A good boy. He must be getting off on my treatment because he starts panting louder than me.

Talented fingers pull back, pumping fast and shallow. I’m right on the edge. I’m about to come. I think I’m about to come.

“Are you close?” The question breaks his rhythm. “Tell me what feels close.”

I nod, wishing he hadn’t said that because I can feel my awareness of him breaking the spell. I open my eyes. Squint against the light. Oh my god, I forgot about the light! Was it always this bright? I look down at our bodies: my pale heaving breasts; the valley of my inner thighs; Wolf’s hair in my lap; the sound of his meal; his eyes—watching me. Suddenly, I’m stricken with self-awareness, and not the kind that helps me come.

I work my hips, trying to win back some momentum. I try to tell myself it’s just me and Wolf out here in the dark. It’s OK if someone drives by. It’s OK if someone sees. A few might already have. Oh my god, have they? I imagine a line of spectators walking past, collecting, just outside the car. Wolf wouldn’t know—he’s buried ears-deep between my thighs.

I tip my chin, peeking upside-down out the window, but the light inside the car reflects off the glass. Suddenly, another anxiety takes hold.

What if I can’t come?

It never takes me this long, not with myself. What if Mona has sapped me of my natural chemical functions? What if Wolf’s getting tired down there? Do other girls come faster? Easier? If I don’t come, will that make it weird? Everything has felt so perfect up until now, so hot and exciting and fun. Shit, am I on the verge of ruining this? Am I ruining fun?

“I’m gonna come,” I blurt. What? Arvy, what are you doing? Instantly, a pleasure turns into a self-imposed deadline, spinning me into a panic.

Concentrate. Concentrate.

I close my eyes, but trying to come now feels like fishing a penny from a burbling fountain—the more I try to grab it, the farther it drifts. I’ve lost all aim. Wolf is starting to change things up on me. Oh god, I can’t give directions now—I already said I’m gonna come!

I hike up one knee, propping my foot against the headrest for leverage, but Wolf mistakes the maneuver for greed. He motorboats my clit, pumping his fingers deep and fast. Oh no, not the oil drilling. I spread my legs wider, hoping he’ll change his approach, but my sensitive flesh flashes—raw and tender. I fist his hair, ready to yank him off, but his want is so eager, so hopeful. I tilt my pelvis, trying to communicate—more tongue, less fracking. I squirm, I bob—anything to avoid coming out of this hookup sore and embarrassed. His fingers pound a particularly tender spot. I squeak.

His head pops up, eyes wide with alarm. “Am I hurting you?” Humiliated, I nod.

“Shit, I’m sorry—” He smears his lips and nose across my inner thigh, his flushed cheeks soaked to a gloss.

“Can we turn the light off?”

“Yeah, of course.” He takes his time soothing me, kissing me, his broad torso casting a shadow over my nakedness. His slow, hypnotic, flavored tongue glamours me back to a place of comfort. He tastes like sex and mint.

“Here, scoot back.” He shuts the door, and I scooch my body upright.

The dome light dims, revealing no spectators at the window. No oncoming headlights. Just gentle darkness blanketing the car. Still, I cover my breasts and bits.

He whips off his shirt and sits back, maneuvering me across his lap until I’m straddling him—bottomless and admittedly a little bruised. “Here.” He slips his shirt over my head, and I relax, pleased to see the sweeter, less carnivorous side of him when my head pops out from the collar.

I smile, suddenly feeling stupid for stopping. “Sorry. I should have said something.”

He wriggles beneath me, pushing his jeans down past his knees. A rod tents his boxers. He blushes. “That’s me,” he says pointedly, and I chuckle. If fucking without a condom is off the table, I don’t exactly know what we’re doing in this position.

Still wary of being seen, I close my eyes and kiss him. Chastely, at first. But when we suck in a collective breath, the sound saps me of all self-consciousness. Slowly, I stroke his hard-on through his underwear. “Fuck,” he groans, driving his hips into my grip. I pump the arrowed shaft, gingerly at first, until he’s at my ear whispering about how good I smell, how sweet I am. Pre-cum soaks his boxers and dampens my thumb. My mouth waters. The yearning between my legs returns.

I pull him out so I can see him, and we kiss, breathless, riding the wave of his upward thrusts as he fucks my fist.

“Can you come like this?” I tease, repeating his words back to him. He grins, his half-lidded eyes meeting mine. Cheeky, they say.

“Can you?” he whispers. He licks his palm, sinking two fingers back inside me. Not stroking, just offering a place to sit. I slump forward, rubbing my clit against the heel of his hand. Too adrift to kiss, I lean my forehead against his, watching his eyelashes flutter and blink, aroused by our synchronous breathing—the way our chests rise and fall as if our hearts were talking.

He snakes his hand underneath the shirt, cupping my waist. Massaging my breast. I arch my back, feeling my nipple tighten. It isn’t until I’m grinding my hips that he allows himself to lift the shirt and latch on, sucking the pebble into a greedy knot. Holy shit. I think—

“Keep doing that,” I breathe, loving my own voice. My voice. The one I didn’t know I had. “Please keep doing that.” His suction casts a spell beneath my skin. Calm and quiet, the wave rolls in, pressure rising to a peak.

I drop my weight onto his chest, milking his cock while riding his hand, trapping all our heat in one collective churning of frantic fucking. A blinding light washes over me, winding me tighter and tighter into a state of nowhere and everywhere. My lungs quake—a series of convulsions. No Mona-induced howls. No crazy dramatic finish. Just me locking up. A fish caught on a hook—and released.

White light fades to black. I sag, panting over Wolf’s shoulder.

“Arvy.” Soft grunts echo inside the car. I don’t realize how tight my hand is squeezing until Wolf shudders, thrusting up inside my grip. I cap him off, catching hot cum inside my fist, a few drops leaking down the side. I can smell him.

Inflatable, he collapses beneath me. I stroke him lightly, smearing his honey over his length. I wipe the rest across my thigh.

Lazy lips suckle at my neck. I purr, amused by their feeble attempts to latch on.

Dazed and weak, Wolf murmurs something inaudible, his voice smothered by my collarbone. Sitting back, I balance my hands on his knees behind me. A light dusting of hair tickles my palms.

“Did you hear me?” he pants.

I shake my head.

He’s got that come-drunk look about him, his gaze hooded. Hair a mess.

“I said, did you come?”

I nod.

The faint line between his brows deepens. Uncertain. “Are you sure?”

I smile. “Yeah, why?”

He shakes his head like he’s waking from a dream. “It just seemed—” He searches for the word. “Timid.”

“Timid?” I huff a laugh, my lungs feeling swollen and wheezy. “Compared to who?”

He shakes his head as if to say Never mind, but the answer is written all over his face. Mona.

“Oh.” I snicker—I can’t help it. “No, it’s fine.”

“Fine?”

“No, I mean, it’s fine. Not you. Hey—” I cradle his head between my hands, not sure whether to soothe him or playfully slap him. “It was nice,” I whisper into his mouth. And though he kisses me back, his quiet gives way to a new silence. His jaw flexes. He swallows, perhaps too timid to say more. “It’s fine,” I assure him. “I liked it.”

I lace our fingers together and squeeze, as an awkward silence fills the cab. His Adam’s apple bobs, his throat quick to swig whatever secret his eyes hold down. I’m not sure how to take the foreign look on his face. Do I say something? Do I try to make it right—pick up the pieces and start again?

“Thank you?” I say dryly, but he’s already shaking his head in embarrassment, chuckling softly when he twines his fingers tighter with mine.

“No, thank you. I’m sorry—” He kisses my knuckles. “Thank you, gorgeous.”

We take our time wriggling back into our clothes. Outside the car, Wolf shakes out my jeans and underwear, dusting off bits of grass and dirt they collected when he tossed them overboard. The denim is cold when I step into it.

Driving back to Sayter, I watch Wolf from the corner of my eye, hating the dash light illuminating his stony expression; it offers no context for why the car ride feels different. Moonlight outlines the right side of my body, its diffused magic fighting to break through the window’s fog.

In the dark, Wolf’s fingers find mine, lacing us together in a shifty, bruised sort of way. Midway through the ride, his hand returns to the wheel.
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A roar of applause fills Westheimer University’s indoor stadium, the claps and hoots of hundreds of spectators drowning out ceremonious chords rising from the orchestra pit below. I look up from my seat on the stage. Rows of graduates sit patiently in their convocation robes, their caps decorated with sentimental messages. I (heart) U. Now what? Future POTUS. Hi Mom.

The chancellor adjusts the mic at the podium. “And now it is my honor to introduce this year’s valedictorian, Miss Arvy Keening.”

No one claps.

Centerstage, I step up to the podium, the chancellor sidestepping to lower the mic’s neck. He points its mushroom head toward my mouth, rearing back when the mic hisses. It spits in protest. It sprouts arms. It morphs into an angry jet-black dildo, its peeved little fists propped atop its hips.

I gawk at the chancellor, but he doesn’t seem fazed by the mic’s metamorphosis. He steps back and sinks into the shadows.

Feeling slightly off-center, my cap weighed down by the tassel flirting with my mouth, I swallow a lump in my throat. My heart is racing. Chest tight. I push up my glasses. I don’t wear glasses.

“Thank you, Dr. Ragweed. And thank you to my fellow scholars, professors, and administrators for allowing me to stand here today on behalf of my graduating class.” The mic whines, its erection wilting. “U-um.” I pinch its head to hold it up. “Today, I would like to talk about self-preservation. But before I begin, I just want to say thank you to someone who couldn’t be here today. I hope she can hear me. Mom, wherever you are. I just want to say—”

“Aaaahhhhhhh.”

Metal chairs screech as robed graduates twist to turn, peering sidelong to see where exactly the battle cry came from. I hold up a hand to shield my eyes, searching the crowd.

Silence.

“Um. I just want to say, ‘Mom—’”

“Mmmm.”

“I know I wasn’t always the easiest person to live with—”

“AAAAAAhhhhh, fuck.” A thousand indecent cries erupt, and the stage floor trembles, jostling my breasts. I’m not wearing a bra. I am naked underneath the robe; the informative email said it was mandatory for graduates.

“I know I could have been more patient—”

Wolf’s husky voice rips through the stadium speakers in a long, booming echo. “Can you come like this?” The audience shuffles—a wave of sensuous maneuvering. Scholars nibble their decorated stoles. The graduates disrobe in droves, wearing nothing underneath. Their moans fill the stadium.

“Can y’all hear me?”

A moving sea of salivating spectators begins clawing and crawling over metal seats, moaning in tandem, quivering in ecstasy. They reach for friends, teachers, family members. Some stay seated to diddle themselves, their hands roving mad with desire. “Aaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhhhfuckmeshitmmmhmfuck”

My mouth crowds the mic’s leaky head, its girth expanding into a bigger, longer black cock. I speak louder into its pee hole, its amplifier buried within. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help you the way you needed to be helped—” Canyoucomelikethis? HarderHARDER.

“Please, I need to say this. Mom, I love you. Can you hear me?”

“Fuck me! Fuck me!”

“I’m sorry we let the funk win. I should have been there. I love you. I love—”

I bolt upright in bed, a violent gasp ripped from my being. I catch my breath, panting—

Above me, a fan spins slowly on its carousel, and from the hallway soft chatters echo. Decadent soapy scents of lavender and rose permeate through the vents, the soothing perfume of a dozen morning showers. Its familiarity eases me down from the rafters.

I plop back on the bed.

Something stirs out the corner of my eye—a sheer white curtain floating in the breeze of an open window. The fan is swirling, but the air is muggy. Wolf must have cracked open the window last night.

I seize up, stomach-dropped to a scare. I scoot to the edge of the bed, shoving my hand under the mattress. Please. Please—

My fingers graze the fanny pack. Oh, thank God.

I pull it from the crevasse and sit up, counting out stacks of cash—a line of paper bricks I lay out on the quilt. Ten thousand. All there. All good. My pulse is still kicking, but sudden relief rouses me to a chuckle. I breathe and gather the bills into one brick.

A lax hand strokes my back. “Hey,” Wolf rasps, barely awake when I look behind my shoulder. He slept on top of the blanket. He’s still clothed.

His bare feet drag and hiss across the linen. He groans, arching his back, his eyes still closed.

It was still pitch-dark when we pulled into Sayter’s driveway this morning, my ego wilted from the last leg of our evening. We trudged up the creaky staircase, his hand feeling like a ghost in mine. Despite Rose’s permission, I could feel his reluctance to share my guest room. His hike seemed more out of surrender than intrigue. He shucked off his boots and socks by the bed, his eyes glassy with fatigue, looking like a man facing hard time. I might have been offended had I not felt withdrawn, too.

He never told me what he needed to say in the car. I figured questions could wait until morning.

My phone’s alarm trills. I dive toward its glow beneath the covers. I’m not wearing pants.

9:15 a.m. Was I out of my mind setting an alarm so late? My last final is at ten. Campus is at least fifteen minutes from here.

I check my messages. No word from Francis Pete yet. He never specified a time or place, so I’m hoping after my exam will work well enough. I text him to let him know.

A gentle hand traces my spine. My cheeks warm, thankful for the reassurance of Wolf’s touch. After last night, I feared he might not want me anymore, scared that my “timid” orgasm might have fucked up our homeostasis. Diluted our thick-as-thieves bond. By the way his touch glides toward my tailbone, I can feel that’s not true. No bonds broken.

“When’s your final?” he asks.

“Less than an hour.” I check my email. My new landlord in San Francisco reached out to let me know my things arrived safely, and the movers took good care. I didn’t have that much stuff.

“Your guy text you yet?”

I shake my head.

“What about your mom’s car?”

Fuck. Mom’s car. It’s still on campus. I still have to deal with that.

I yawn, grinding the heels of my hands into my eye sockets. “I’ll ask my aunt to deal with it. I’m supposed to meet her at the title company tomorrow morning to sign the closing contracts on the house. Still not sure how all that works. What’s one more humiliating favor, right? If I can’t profit off the sale of my own home, I can at least guilt her into spending my money my way. I already asked if she could just slide me the money under the table. God, the look she gave me…” I thumb the stack of money on the bed. “I hate money.”

He stretches, his voice gruff. “I love it.”

“Can you drop me back at my house after my test?”

He doesn’t reply. I peer behind my shoulder.

His forearm shields his eyes. He quit the conversation to fall back asleep.

I swat him with the cash. He snatches my wrist, pulling me down beside him and rolling on his side. I crane my arm over his chest and shoulder, setting the money on his side table before nestling back into my pillow, my head mirroring his profile. His eyes remain closed.

Like studying a photograph, I take in his messy hair and resting pout. I run a hand along his morning scruff, embedding the texture to memory. I remember why I set a late alarm. I wanted to sleep in with him. I wanted our goodbye to feel longer.

Maybe it’s the circle of things, but the first time I saw Mona comes to mind. Two hundred pills in a sandwich bag. I gaze at the headboard, mentally scribbling questions across it like notes on a blackboard, stopping on the one that interests me most. “I wonder if you can OD on it.”

“Hmphf.” He smiles, sluggish. “Death by coming.”

I wait for his eyes to open, our stares piercing deeper than two days before. “I took a picture of you like this,” I say. “In my head.” I watch his heavy-lidded gaze travel the outline of my face, down my cheeks and around my hairline. He skirts my nose. Stops at my mouth.

“Me too,” he murmurs.

I want to be memorized. I want to be hard to forget. Wolf will go on to date and bed other women, maybe fall in love and maybe marry and have kids, and maybe, just maybe, live happily ever after as the househusband of his dreams. I want to be the pebble in that happily-ever-after, someone he thinks about when his lover’s touch grows frigid and mundane.

“What are you smiling at, sweet girl?”

I check the time on my phone. “I was just thinking—When we were in the bathroom at the party… you witnessed my most intimate, embarrassing, exhilarating, shameless, out-of-my-mind terrifying sexual experience. You watched me come apart. I never got to see you.”

His blush sails a love note straight to my heart. “You watched me come apart last night,” he offers.

“Yeah, but—that was different.”

His color drains, amusement fleeing his face. His eyes reach for something to say, but he swallows instead. Silent.

Sensing that I might be skating on thin ice, I lick my lips, drawing his eyes back to them. I think about Rose, the way she said the word emasculating like it was a burden, an unfortunate symptom of Wolf’s gynocentric upbringing. I think about the way he recoiled in the car, the way my orgasm scared him. Of course Mona is a threat to him. She’s the most intense lover I’ve ever had, and maybe ever will. I can’t imagine anyone or anything making me feel harder than Mona.

The thought saddens me. I don’t want Wolf to feel inadequate. I don’t see Mona’s comparison that way.

I don’t know how to soothe a man’s bruised ego—I’ve never had to or wanted to. But I know what feels generous. I know what feels right.

I lift my head and torso from the bed, walking my hands along the mattress until my arms straddle Wolf’s waist. I kiss his eyes. His chin. His temples. I skim my bottom lip along his jawline, the dull prickles of his morning shadow scraping my tongue’s tip. I grace his ear with a heady, hungry inhalation, my hiss like a sea nymph luring a boy from safe shores. To come and play. His chest expands.

“Can we try this again?” I whisper.

I kiss him, unwilling to wait for his answer. I roll him on top of me, bracketing his hip between my thighs.

“Don’t you have a final?” he says skittishly, though his mouth molds to mine. His lean pelvis digs between my curled hips, kneading my greedy center.

“This won’t take long.” I kiss him hard. “You get me so hot. It’s practically a nuisance wearing underwear around you—they stay soaked. If I’m being honest, all I want to do is rip them off and shove them in your mouth.”

His guttural groan vibrates my lips. His cock stiffens to a plank. I marvel at the power it conjures inside me, the seductress aching to come out of her shell. To be heard and seen. Felt and tasted. I grind up against his hard-on, bracing myself when I say—

“I like two fingers swirling my clit. I like their tips sliding down, lightly penetrating. I like to be teased.” Faint giggles and footfalls echo just outside the door. Wolf’s shoulders spike to attention.

I stroke his cheek to an ease. Direct his hand inside my shirt. “I like to be talked to, not dirty, just… spoken to. Questions. The ones you already know the answer to.”

He sits back on his heels, and we waste no time unbuckling his belt and zipper, his hard-on so thick and attentive it peeks out from the waistband of his boxers.

More footfalls scamper up the stairs outside the door. Again, his body seizes up. But I lounge back and stroke his cock, slowly milking away his resistance with a tight grip and hooded gaze.

“Don’t you want them to hear, just a little? Don’t you dream about them hearing, wanting them to know what a good fuck you are? You think they don’t dream of you, too?” I shake my head, my breasts heaving up and down with every breath, every pull of his cock. “You’d have to be crazy to think a girl could watch you help around the house all day and not slide her fingers in her panties at night.” I snake my hand into my own panties, fingers swirling the wet bulb underneath. “Imagining you on top of her, satisfying her needs, her pleasure. Not her hand or her vibrator. You.”

He burrows his fists in his eyes, shielding his gaze. His muscles shake, as if pained by affliction. “Can we take this somewhere else, please?”

I stop immediately, having never heard his tone this scared, this broken. The meekness of it sends my pulse racing the other way.

I fling my hand from my underwear. “A-are you OK?”

He shakes his head, his face hidden from view. Unreadable. His plea sounds bewitched, strained like something he can’t control. “I need to tell you something, and I can’t do it here. Just—” He dashes for his belt, fastening his pants like his life depends on it.

I furrow my brow, confused. “I-I’m sorry. I thought you were into it.” He’s hard as a rock, I can see it. I felt it! But the look on his face—it’s like he’s fighting possession, burdened by inner demons vying for his soul.

“Just get dressed, I’ll explain everything. I just don’t want to do this here. I can’t be here right now.” He scrambles off the bed, finger-combing his hair, looking ill and crazy-eyed. He twitches. “Just grab the money. I’ll drive you to your, your, you know, your thing. Your class, your test—final.”

Someone runs down the stairs, their stride booming through the house. Wolf’s head whips toward the rumbling, like it could burst through the wall at any minute and snatch him. Why does he care? Rose gave us her blessing.

A sting of rejection shoots through my sinuses. I roll off the bed, struggling to ignore the feeling bashing at my heart like a mob storming the gates. Wolf doesn’t want me, not here, not in his actual life. I’m just a distraction from it. Some pathetic little project to preoccupy him from what he really wants: Imogen. Is he in love with her? Is that why he can’t bear to look at me? I cried in his arms. I told him everything—everything—about me, about Mom, the funk. All in the last forty-eight hours. How stupid could I be? Romanticizing a drug dealer—expecting him to help me, to soothe me, to guide me like some fucking sherpa on my own hometown turf. Who am I right now?

I search the ground for Mom, panic flooding my gait and stride. I forgot where I put her last night. Oh gawd—how fucked up is that? Where is my head? Where is my mom?

I reach for my jeans.

“Wolf!”

I don’t have time to register who’s screamed his name before the door bursts open.
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Rose stands in the doorway, her cheeks brick red, like someone slapped her twice. A small brigade of Sayter girls swoop in behind her, cornering us like two animals and spilling out into the hall.

“Where’s the Mona?” Rose asks Wolf.

I blink. “Is everything OK?”

“Don’t try and pull this bullshit on me, Wolf. I know every trick you’ve got, boy. Where is it?”

I look at Wolf, but he’s staring at Rose. I can’t tell if he’s shell-shocked or withholding a reaction. “It’s in the safe in your room,” I tell her. “You locked it up before the party. We went up there with you. We saw.”

“There’s only two people in this house who know the combination to that safe and guess who the other one is.”

A creeping fear begs me not to look back at Wolf, like if I do, I’ll turn to salt. “Maybe they fell behind something.”

“Or maybe they magically crept out of the safe, walked across town, and landed in the lap of our favorite person in the world.” Rose darts to the bedside table. She snatches my brick of money—her money. I flash freeze. What? No!

She tosses her phone on the bed. “I can forgive a lot of shit, Wolf, but this is beyond, fucking beyond!”

She stabs the phone with her finger, starting a video. We huddle over the screen. The video appears to be a live stream of something happening in real time.

Police cars surround a large mansion, its front lawn littered with cops and perps scattering from the scene. Is that…?

My stomach sinks. “Oh my god,” I mutter.

On-screen, Len’s house is being raided. Half-naked men spill from the windows, from behind the bushes, exorcising loud moans and maddening cackles. It’s complete sexual mayhem. Cops scramble to grab perpetrators, but they’re outnumbered. On a balcony above the front door, a stout woman in a black bra is riding a lawn chair between her legs, her face taut and overcome with ecstasy. A cop attempts to arrest her, but she starts grinding against him. She grabs his face between her hands and kisses him long and hard.

Chanel.

I grab the phone. “Oh my god—”

Wolf’s head drops into his hands.

My eyes see one thing, but my mind processes another. Chanel and Len got Mona. My Mona? It has to be someone else’s—I saw Rose put mine in the safe.

Three officers try to reprimand a small naked man near the front door. His agile body and frizzy golden curls are a blur, but when he surrenders to their accosting, I see that it’s Len, buck naked and handcuffed. A shit-eating grin masks his face, but not his flagpole erection. He’s obviously thrilled to play the role of the naughty perpetrator in this police fantasy. They throw him into the back of a cop van along with several other men and women, including Len’s husband, Martin. I recognize him from the photos on Len’s piano.

I can’t move. My eyes are glued to the screen. “Where is my money?” I ask Wolf, clinging to my last shred of calm.

“Let me explain—”

I tackle him, straddling his hips and pinning his arms hard against the bed. “Where is that FUCKING MONEY, Wolf?”

“It’s safe. I have it, I promise. We’ll go right now.”

“I have a fucking test right now. Give me my fucking money!”

“Oh, you thought that was what I came in here for?” Rose snatches her phone, swipes the screen, and plops it back down on the sheets beside us. I look at the screen. Wolf cranes his neck up and over to do the same.

It’s a text from Chanel.


Imogen fucked Wolf in a maintenance closet on campus. Heard it straight from the chickee’s mouth. Don’t believe me? Check her phone. Ask her why she called me five times on Tuesday when she was supposed to be in Physics.




You know me, Rose. I may be a cheat but I’m no liar.




How does your claim to believe women stack up now?



“CUNT!” Wolf yells into the screen.

A chorus of gasps levels the room. Eyes as large as protest signs.

“She’s lying.” In the corner, Imogen is shaking; bodies part at the sound of her voice, revealing a traumatized zoo animal. Uncertainty drives her wild eyes to every spectator in the room, as if searching for help, but the girls avoid direct eye contact with her, instead staring at me, at Rose, at Wolf rushing to refasten his belt.

“Everybody out!” Rose paces—a lioness in a cage.

Like flies on the wall, girls scatter at the sudden swat of Rose’s command. I see the time on Rose’s phone.

Fuck!

I scramble off the bed as Imogen rushes to my side.

“I called her,” Imogen confesses to me, “but I never said that.” I search the floor for my jeans. I feel sick.

“I just asked her a question.” She turns to Rose, a panicked apology frazzling her collected tone. “It was just a quick question!”

“Your call log shows a twenty-minute conversation,” Rose jabs. “What quick question requires a twenty-minute conversation, let alone a phone call?” She barks, “Wolf?”

Wolf hurries to tie his boots near a tall wicker bookshelf. He loses his balance, topples over, and thrashes into it, knocking a glass lamp to the floor. “She’s lying,” he echoes.

“Chanel isn’t stupid,” Rose says. “She has zero reason to lie.”

“She’s a spiteful, lying sociopath who will say anything to get ahead.”

“If she’s such a spiteful, lying sociopath who you so vehemently disapprove of, then what possible reason could you have to sell her over 170 hits of one of the rarest drugs in existence?”

I find my jeans, but not my shoes. I’m gasping, hyperventilating—I can’t find my fucking shoes. I have to get to my test. I don’t understand—where is the money?

Wolf charges around the bed to my side. I’m still wriggling into my jeans. “Arvy, I was looking out for you. I was getting you a better deal.”

“By compromising the one I already had? We’re in the final hour, my life is on the line, and you decide to swap deals behind my back? For what?”

Rose continues to rip into him. “Chanel blackmailed you with information you didn’t want me knowing, and you fell for it. God, I can’t believe you cost me Chanel! She’s twenty-two and brilliant. Goddammit, Wolf!”

Blackmail. Is that what Chanel threatened him with outside my house? He tries to grab my shoulder, but I’m already pushing past him, snatching my phone and spotting my shoes near the door. The time, my exam, the money—fuck. Fuck!

“And you—” Rose glares at Imogen, hesitating to utter a single sentence. “Pack.”

“Rose—” she says as I’m throwing on my shoes, searching for Mom.

“You think I don’t know all the shit you two have tried to pull under this roof, under my nose? You think I don’t know about last semester’s sourcing party, where you two up and disappeared for two hours?”

The knife in my back twists; my heart curls on its side. I grab Mom off the dresser, eyes wide, scanning the room for Wolf’s keys.

“And don’t even think about paying me back with whatever money you got from Chanel, Wolf. I’d rather sell my frozen eggs than accept three thousand dollars out of her bank account.” Three thousand. Shit. That’s how much Wolf owes her?

Rose storms out of the room.

“Arvy, listen to me,” Wolf says. I rush him, my hands diving into his pockets, searching for keys. “Yes, Chanel threatened to tell my mom about the closet, yes, I was trying to save Imogen from expulsion, but that’s not why I sold to Chanel.” He intercepts my hands but flails, fumbling keys to the ground. “You don’t know my mother. She’ll fuck with your head. She’ll make you believe you need her. You don’t—”

“IT WAS MY DECISION TO MAKE. You selfish prick.” I growl, I shudder. “You think you know me better than me? You think you know what I need? I needed that deal.” I snatch keys off the rug and run for the hallway.

“She would have dangled Mona over their heads like a carrot. Arvy—”

I push past half a dozen flabbergasted girls in the hall, fleeing Wolf’s desperate pleas pouring out behind me.

“You don’t need my mom’s connections—she needs yours. You’re a smart person, just as you are. She will make you think otherwise. You don’t want this. You have to trust me.”

“You fucked her protégé in a closet.” My feet pound down the stairs. Do not cry. Do not cry.

“Nothing happened!”

“I don’t know. I don’t know.” I’m holding my breath, my pulse kicking in double time—

“I took the Mona, I drove you to campus, I started feeling things, and I ducked into a maintenance closet. She ran up behind me. That’s it—”

“He grabbed me,” Imogen snaps from the landing, a duet of footfalls hitting the planks.

“To push you away!”

I lunge for the front door. The double-sided deadbolt is locked. Fuck!

“You were freaking out—I was checking on you.”

“By reaching for my dick?”

I struggle with the key in the lock, but it’s like twisting a sword in a stone. “Fuck!”

Imogen and Wolf bicker behind my shoulder, her argument growing more frantic. “I don’t expect you to understand, Arvy, but after all the months,” she says. “All the eye-fucking and late-night texting and dodging Rose—”

“Nothing happened!”

Imogen and I scream, “STOP SAYING THAT!”

Outside, I sprint to Wolf’s car. I thrust myself in the driver’s seat, strapping Mom in a seat belt and locking the door when I see Wolf running up in the rearview mirror. I can’t risk him refusing me his car.

“I just need to take my test!” I bellow, turning over the engine. I don’t know what to think, what to feel. Tears stream down my cheeks; I didn’t realize I was crying.

“Arvy, the money!” Wolf’s fists hammer on the glass. “I have your money!”

But I’m already peeling out of the driveway, muttering, shivering. “I just need to take my test.” Mad with disillusion, I cling to the only truth I know for sure. “I just need to take my test. I just need my test…”
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I speed down a straight shot of back road, my gaze stretched so wide my head pounds.

Wolf sold to Chanel—how? He was with me all night.

Except for the hour or so that I was with Chad. That’s why he suggested I take an Uber, that’s why it took him so long to come get me after the heist—he was meeting Chanel. He had it planned the whole night, the whole fucking night! He knew I wanted Rose’s deal, but he sold to Chanel anyway, knowing I would have no choice but to take her money and forfeit Rose’s help after college. Sayter. A job. A guiding light. What if Chanel had stiffed him? He says he has the money—is that even true? Where the fuck is it?

Chad was right. Wolf can’t be trusted. Chad can’t be trusted. Fucking DICKS!

The road to campus is a blur. My mind races to process all the red flags I missed, all the clues that could have prevented this. Yes, there was aloofness, there were conversations Wolf skirted after Chanel left my house. There was an obvious shift. But I assumed that the shift was because of me, because of Mona, because of his history with emasculation. I was gaslit by my own fucking “timid” orgasm!

I dart into a campus parking garage closest to the art building. The first floor is reserved for staff, but I don’t give a flying fuck if Wolf’s car gets a ticket—I slam the brakes inside the first spot I find, kill the engine, leave the keys, and grab Mom.

Everything I care about shrinks down and compresses into one goal: pass Art Appreciation. I hug Mom, running toward the art building, running toward the one thing I know to be true. I just need to take my test.

In the building, I rush past a wall clock presiding over the lobby. Holy shit, I’m on time. I file in line with my groggy fellow students trickling into the lecture hall, their casual chatter and light snickers weighing heavy and absurd against my overwrought panic. My lungs ache from wear; I try to look calm while trying to catch my breath.

I hug Mom close. We made it, Mom. But she doesn’t reply. I can’t hear her.

I’m not even sure I feel her anymore. All I feel is… rejected. Untended. Unwanted.

Test-anxious students settle into seats, the lecture hall hosting multiple Art Appreciation classes combined into one. The auditorium fills with faces I’ve never seen, seats snatched faster than my feet can move. The seat I usually sit in is taken. The girl sitting in it is smiling.

“Last exam,” a guy sighs to his buddy when I slip into an aisle seat in front of him. “I am getting wasted tonight.”

I park Mom between my ankles and draw deep breaths, my cheeks raw and salt-stung from dried tears. I tuck my chin into my chest, but my lungs are closing in—shallow. In. Out. In. Out.

“Happy Thursday, everybody!” Professor Berry strolls into the room, carrying an enormous stack of stapled exams and Scantron booklets. She plops them on the desk. “I don’t know about you, but I’m ready for a weekend of cold beer and cat naps, how about you?” Hoots and caws roar throughout the lecture hall. The girl in front of me hollers a compliment to Professor Berry’s strength. Berry flexes her arm. Mouths Thank you.

Her eyes catch on me.

And there’s that look, the expression that has haunted me since the day the cops came to this class, the look that has followed me everywhere I go from people I’ve never met. The look on Jean’s face. On Wolf’s. Adele and Betty Mayo.

Concern.

I draw my eyes up to the ceiling. It’s easier to pool tears when I’m looking up. In. Out. In. Out.

Chatter fades, and Professor Berry recruits students to pass out exams. I try to look away when she walks up the aisle to distribute packets, passing me without a word. I can hear her making her way back down—her tattered white Keds drawing near, stopping at my feet.

“Morning, Arvy.”

I smile. Tight. She hands me a pile of packets and Scantrons to send down my row, right as a tear rolls down my face and neck. I tuck my chin, disguising my crimped posture as concentration. Holding my breath. More tears fall, but I quickly smear their dots from my Scantron.

Keep it together. Keep it together.

I freeze. I don’t have a pencil.

“You each have ninety minutes to complete the exam. Forty multiple-choice and one essay prompt of your choosing. If you did the review, you have nothing to worry about. Print legibly, no pens. Good luck.”

I turn to the guy behind me. “Do you have a pencil?”

“Sorry, this is my only one.”

Students are already bubbling in answers on their Scantron. I tap the girl in front of me. “Sorry. Can I borrow a pencil?” She turns—peeved—but after seeing my tear-ridden face, she gives me the look. She bends forward. Starts digging through her purse.

Something about needing help brings Wolf to mind. His patient demeanor. Magic touch. The ease of his assistance. I’ve dealt with my share of master manipulators, but the fact that I can still smell his cum on my skin and know that I’ll miss it when it’s gone plummets me into a funk so pathetic I fear I’ll never dig myself out, not if the girl in front of me doesn’t give me a fucking pencil.

My throat clogs with sounds I can’t make. If I open my mouth, I’ll wail. If I did, I’d be keening. Arvy Keening.

The girl turns. “I only have extra pens.”

“Miss Belichick. Miss Keening. Turn around, please.” Professor Berry’s gentle warning prompts heads to turn. I can’t remember the last time I was admonished like a child. The shame of it transports me back to middle school, when Mom used to volunteer at carpool wearing an orange vest, directing cars and kids out of harm’s way. Some days, I was proud to call her mine; other days, I was embarrassed. Why was I embarrassed?

Keep looking up.

“Are you OK?” a person across the aisle asks. I feel other heads turning to stare.

I tip my chin higher, tears welling—blurring the blocks in the ceiling. “I just need a pencil.”

“Arvy—” Professor Berry approaches the aisle.

In. Out. In. Out. “I need a pencil.” I announce it loud—too loud—my voice cracking. Chairs squeak. More heads turn.

Professor Berry heads back to her desk to retrieve one, but I’m already hyperventilating.

“Jesus,” the guy behind me mutters. “It’s Art Apprish, not science. Chill out.”

“Shut up,” someone whispers. “That’s the girl. The one the cops came for last month.”

Guy behind me pauses. “The girl from the video?”

I grab Mom, shoot to my feet, and run. “Arvy!” Professor Berry calls, but I need to move. I need to breathe. I need air.

In the front lobby entrance, I plop down on a couch, tucking my head between my knees, pressing Mom into my chest. I rub her belly. “Please say something,” I whimper, I heave—“Please say something.”

A cluster of art students exit a studio lab, heading toward me.

“Oh my god, were they on acid?”

“No, it’s that drug Kiki was talking about. Mina. She bought it off some girl.”

“The girl from the video? I thought her name was Mona.”

“Excuse me, can I get past you?” A girl holding a white cable bends forward to reach a nearby wall socket. “I just need to charge my phone. Oh my god, you’re that girl!”

I bolt out of the room and don’t stop until I’m back in the parking garage, pacing the empty spaces like a madwoman trapped in captivity. I pull my phone out to send Professor Berry a typo-ridden email.

Text message notifications ladder the home screen.


WOLF: The money is at my place, I swear. I’m getting it now 
Where are you?

ROSE: Wolf took my car. Where are you? 
Is he with you? Imogen is gone 
I’m not mad, I’m concerned

UNKNOWN: Where you at, gal? Me and Marge are at your house 
Hello??



I call Wolf’s number, but as soon as it goes through, the screen goes black.

I forgot to charge it last night.

“No, no, no, no—” I fling open Wolf’s passenger side door, setting Mom in the driver’s seat. I search the console, the back seats, the floorboards—there’s no charger. I search the glovebox for a burner phone, his address, an insurance card, anything—

Two arms snake around my waist, squeeze me from behind, and yank me out of the car.
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“BEAR HUG!”

I thrash and kick, whipping around to see my assailant. Francis Pete chuckles, delighted to see me. “Saw the footage, my friend. Excellent work. Marge, where are your manners? Say hi.”

Marge holds up her palm. HI.

Oh shit. Ohshitohshitohshit—

“Normally, I would be a little peeved by the optics. You could have easily picked a more low-key clientele, but you know what, I’m in a good mood. Marge is in a good mood. It’s a beautiful morning. Let’s just chalk it up to an adorable success from a first-timer and call it a day, yeah? How you doin’, how you feeling? On campus, huh? You take that final of yours?”

“I… I…”

“Yeah? You pass? Wait, are you crying? You’re all splotchy.”

“I—I was upset. I ran out of class.”

“Oh.” He waves me off like it’s nothing. “Just test jitters, I’m sure. You’ll bounce back. Did I tell you I was a business major? Marge, did I ever tell you that? Yeah, wanted to follow in my father’s footsteps. Anyway, no time to chat. We’re kind of in a hurry. Can’t be sticking around while the fuzz is on the case. You’ll be fine, by the way. Or not, I don’t know. Want to go back to your house?”

I look at my phone. “Uh—”

“Oh god, don’t tell me you’re using Venmo. I hate apps.”

My mind is on shuffle. I grapple with what to say, what to do. I look around; the parking garage is deserted. “I… I…”

His brow furrows. “What’s happening right now?”

“I need to make a phone call.”

“I don’t like phone calls.”

“I-I have the money, I just don’t have it here.”

“Where is it?”

“I know… but I don’t know.”

He sighs. “Marge.”

Marge steps forward.

“If I could just get an iPhone charger—”

Marge punches me in the tit. “Ah!”

“You were saying?” he says.

I keel over in pain. “I know where the money is. I just need to call someone.”

“By someone, do you mean the cops?”

“No!”

“You told me last night that you had the money. You were ready to pay.”

“It’s a tiny complication, but I’m working on it. I just need a phone.”

“Arvy?”

“If you can just let me make a quick call—”

“Marge. Nose.” He steps aside.

Marge grips my shoulders. “Wait. Wait—” She lifts me off the ground, rears her massive head back—

The last thing I hear is a crack before the lights go out.
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Something tastes disgusting. Like bile and cleaning supplies. I try to open my eyes, but they flutter, lids swollen heavy. My jaw is cocked open, and my tongue fondles something hard and slick lodged between my teeth. Like a large dog bone gone soggy. My god, the taste.

One by one, my senses take focus. The first thing I hear is the metal folding chair. It screeches the floorboards when I inch and scoot. My butt is numb, and a stiff ache flares when I try to flex my jawbone.

Sweat beads at my brow. My nose is clogged, but enough airflow affords me the slight scent of lavender. The fuck is in my mouth?

My eyes crack open just wide enough to see the tops of my cheeks. A pastel purple protrusion sticks out of my mouth, its base duct-taped around my lips. I try to breathe, but my lungs and nose barely move. Whatever is lodged between my teeth offers a slimy, alkaline saliva taste that slides down the back of my throat. I gag.

“So, is this just normal soap or soap specifically for the penis?” Francis Pete’s fuzzy outline comes into focus. He’s lounging against a wall, admiring Chad’s Polaroids and sculpture in his hands.

Oh god. Penis soap. I’ve got one of Wolf’s dicks in my mouth.

Coming to, I recognize Mom’s dim, vacant bedroom. Daylight seeps in from the blinds, its piss-yellow heat transforming the space into a muggy, stale holding cell.

“Interesting concept,” he muses. “But why a penis? Why not a square or disk? Honestly, Arvy, I think you’ve got major design flaws here. I don’t speak for all men, but I would assume most heterosexual men don’t want to scrub down their bits with another man’s dick. That’s half your market demographic. Marge, thoughts?”

Marge is sitting on the ground, her thick legs spread wide like a child playing with blocks. Wolf’s bag of soaps lies open between her knees as she inspects the various molds. She smells one.

My cranium throbs, bringing stars to my sights when I turn my head to further inspect the room. I groan, voice trapped behind my duct-tape muzzle and gag.

“I told her to aim for the nose, but she missed. Well… she says she missed.” He side-eyes Marge. “Marge doesn’t like to tamper with women’s faces. But don’t worry. We lodged two Advil down your throat before I shoved that dick in your mouth. Extra strength.”

Saliva trickles down my throat. I cough, but the sputter has nowhere to go. I heave—

“You all right there?”

I shake my head—it’s throbbing. I’m coughing—choking. Bile erupts from my cramping stomach, gushing into my mouth like a grotto flooding my nasal passages. I try to suck in a breath, but I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe—

Francis Pete jolts up and rips the tape off my mouth—FUCK! The pain triggers more nausea; I spew soap suds and vomit across the floor, my duct-taped dick dropping with a thunk.

Relief subdues me. I draw breath, bubbles of drool drooping and dripping from my gaping mouth. I try to unclog my nose—I snort violently—but end up coughing more.

I wriggle, dazed, mustering the strength to fight back. But my wrists and elbows are taped, bound to the chair’s support rails.

Francis Pete cranks out another strip of tape from a roll. I thrash, I scream—struggling to dodge his aim—but he seals off my mouth with a smack, clapping the tape like a stamp to a package.

“I told you I don’t like doing this. I told you. I’m not mad, I’m disappointed. I was rooting for you, Arvy. I really wanted a win for your generation. I wanted to see some hustle, some commitment.”

I squirm, I kick, but my legs are tethered to the chair’s legs and I topple over. The left side of my body collides with the hardwood floors, shooting bullets through my shoulder and hip bone.

Francis Pete jerks the seat upright onto its legs, jostling me like a human bobblehead.

“Now normally we’d have this whole ‘where’s the money’ shakedown where Marge inflicts various torture methods on you until you fess up, but since you’ve already confessed that you don’t have the money—and that Mona-infested house party that you sold to is all over social media—it’s safe to assume that all consequences will be accelerated, starting now. No drugs, no money, no happy ending for Arvy. Plus, Marge started her period this morning, and I really don’t think she’s up for the whole dog and pony show. Mostly pony.”

“Wwwmmummu?” I plead behind my gag.

“Hm?”

“Wwwmmummu?” I plead louder.

“I can’t deny you your voice. I’m a feminist at heart. May I?” He rips off the tape, and I squeak. “You were saying?”

“Where’s my mom?”

“Oh.” Embarrassment crimps his face. He turns to Marge, then back to me. “Yeah, sorry, she uh… she fell. I’m not known for my football skills. But the ashes are still good! No harm, no foul.” I turn to look.

Marge reaches behind her back, lifting the Taco Bell bag from Tuesday morning, holding what I can only assume is the vacuum-sealed bag of Mom’s ashes. My eyes bulge; my heart trembles in horror.

“Marge washed and dried the bag beforehand. Don’t worry. We’ll find a nice tin can for her at Goodwill.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“You think I want to do this?” he squawks. “I liked your mom, kid.”

“Says the man who’s holding her daughter hostage.”

“Oh, that’s what you thought this was? A hostage situation?” He grits his teeth in a mock cringe. “Yeah, this is more of a hanging situation.”

I look up. A long orange extension cord dangles from Mom’s vintage chandelier, its snakelike form fashioned into a noose.

“We intend to make it look like a suicide. You know. Newly grieving daughter, caught up in the pressures of academia, hangs herself in her recently deceased mother’s bedroom.” He says it in a ghoulish animated voice, wiggling his hands like an actor in a cheesy Halloween spook house, reveling in the delight of his own performance.

I scream at the top of my lungs, “Raaaaapppee!” Instantly, he pulls a gun from his waistband and clamps his hand over my mouth.

“Now, now, we’re not doing that. Not unless you want worse than what I’m offering. The cops wouldn’t question it, sugar. Hell, even you said a whole room of witnesses saw you running out of class today, all upset. They’ll just think it’s genetic. Hate to say it, but a buddy of ours told us last night that your mom had real problems, and most likely—oh.” He whips his head back to Marge like he just stumbled onto a subject not suitable for all ears.

She evades his eyes, looking somber all of a sudden. She starts putting her dicks back in the bag. “Shit,” Francis Pete mutters. “Marge, baby—”

She shakes her head like it’s nothing. Like she’s strong. But her sunken posture and deep frown imply otherwise. She climbs to her feet.

“Goddammit,” he hisses under his breath, turning to me. “Now look what you done! She’s sad again! Do you have any idea how hard I worked this week to get her heart back above water? To make her happy? I did hot yoga, Arvy. I stole some dope’s acoustic guitar at a campsite in the middle of nowhere and sang Sade covers until four in the morning. For her. I only know two songs!”

Marge pushes him aside. She sinks down and starts unfastening my ankles from the chair. “There she is!” Francis Pete carols. “Don’t worry, baby, we’ll stop for Domino’s after this. Cheer you right up.” But Marge doesn’t look convinced, and neither does he. He furrows his brow, obviously unsettled by Marge’s sudden displeasure. He’s got the look on his face. Regardless, he throws his focus back to me. “You know, the great thing about these old houses is that the crown molding around the fixtures is typically screwed into planks of wood, not that cheap drywall bullshit. Don’t worry, Arv, it’s a safe bet that the ceiling won’t collapse and render you paralyzed from the neck down. What are you, a buck thirty? Buck thirty-five? Should be a clean break. And if it isn’t, we’ll just shoot you, how’s that sound?”

“No!” His hand presses down harder over my mouth, squeezing my cheeks, capping off my screams. “NO!”

Marge makes quick work of yanking tape off my wrists and elbows. I’m hauled up, force-maneuvered to stand on the chair. I drop all my weight—toppling toward Francis Pete—but he gets underneath me. He plants my feet on the metal seat, cementing them down—“NOOOOOOOOO!!!!!!”

Marge loops the cord over my neck. It’s happening. It’s happening. I’m gonna die here. Mom? Mom? I can’t hear her. “MOOOOOOOOOOOMMMMMM!”

A bolt of heat shoots up my spinal cord. A blunt magic force possessing my body, taking command of my eyes—

Wolf’s bag of dicks. Like an arrow to a bull’s-eye, my gaze darts to a hot pink dildo sticking out of the bag, its hue so ostentatious it could only remind me of one thing:

Mom’s pink Caddy.

That’s what Francis Pete came looking for that morning—it’s the whole reason they stopped by.

“Marge is feeling blue today. Doris always lets her take the Caddy for a spin around the block when that happens. Marge loves that car, don’t you, Marge?”

Every light in my body flips on like a massive Texas power outage come back to life.

I scream—“I KNOW HOW TO MAKE MARGE HAPPY!”

Marge’s body halts to attention, seizing up next to mine. My lungs shudder.

I brave a glance in her direction. She eyes me—suspicious—but I know interest when I see it.

I pant. “Please. You’re sad. I know what will make you happy.”

She whips her head to Francis Pete. The speed of the room slows to a creep.

“Please.” I shiver. “Trust me.”
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“Well, if this isn’t the cutest thing we’ve done all year, I don’t know what is. Like Christmas come early, and Marge is the tree. Look at her—she’s glowing!” Francis Pete has got pizza sauce all over his mouth.

Standing guard, I gobble down slices of Domino’s pepperoni pizza, my legs blocking Large Marge as she squats behind us and tinkers beneath Mom’s front fender, working hard to remove the boot off the tire. The stench of rubber and automotive grease distorts the taste of the pizza, along with the tangy lavender soap still stuck in my molars. I’m not complaining. My near-death experience triggered a ravenous appetite.

Francis Pete and I stand shoulder to shoulder like two half-assed security guards working through a lunch break. My bruised forehead and swollen eyes are masked behind a Domino’s Pizza delivery hat and cheap red plastic sunglasses. Francis Pete wears a matching pair.

Back at the house, I made them an offer that instantly lit a fire under Marge’s stride. We loaded into Francis Pete’s car, a beat-up sedan with a Despicable Me minion jiggling on the dash. Marge dropped into a Home Depot for heavy-duty tools while Francis Pete and I walked next door to order pizzas to go. I’d never seen a Domino’s with a merch counter. Francis Pete browsed the glass display. “We’ll take, uh—two large pepperoni. One of those trucker hats there. Some sunglasses. Oh, and uh—that little cardboard Amazon box right there. Yeah, on the floor. Y’all throwing that out? Can we have it?”

I grab another slice from the pizza box on top of the car’s hood. Propped up next to it, Mom joins us at the dinner table, her ashes stowed inside the small Amazon box, haphazardly wrapped in Francis Pete’s duct tape. Francis Pete was right—her ashes were fine, still intact in the vacuum-sealed bag. Like Sharpie scribblings on a fresh cast, her temporary cardboard abode is signed with little stars and hearts.

Love you, Doris—FP

thanks for the lift—Margaret

I have yet to sign it.

I thought I’d be more rattled after what happened back at the house, but being next to Large Marge and Francis Pete in public feels like having my own personal security detail. I feel less afraid of campus police now that I’m riding under the wing of psychotic criminals.

“You killed my aunt’s dog,” I mumble through a mouthful of bread.

“I know.” Francis Pete hangs his head. “I’m sorry. Honest to God, I felt bad about it all week. Marge? Back me up on this. Have I or have I not been crying for three days? Blubbering like a newborn baby in a deposit box.”

“What?”

“You should have seen me with this matted shih tzu next to our campsite last night. It was like Hurricane Harvey all over again—a flood of tears. Marge tied him to a tree and fed him Slim Jims all night. Would have kept him, too, had the owners not showed up.”

Metal churns behind us, and something heavy clanks to the ground. We whip our necks back, eyes scanning the periphery. All coasts are still clear.

“If you want, I could replace your aunt’s dog with a new one. I know a guy.”

I chew on a thought. “Honestly, I think Shelley’s better off. That dog was miserable.”

“You’re not just saying that to make me feel better, are you?”

I shake my head. “That’s not really my style.”

Marge pops up behind us, a pleasant smile on her face when she trades the huge yellow boot for Francis Pete’s pizza slice. “Ooo!” he says. “I love a sentimental souvenir. Pop the trunk, will ya, Marge?” They load the boot into the trunk. Marge heads straight for the driver’s side door, a wiggle in her step.

“The title is in the glove compartment,” I say. “Other than that, I don’t know anything about selling a car.”

“Oh, I can forge all that,” Francis Pete says. “Proof of sale—piece of cake. You just worry about getting that cute little degree of yours.”

I chew my last bite, too sapped to say, Yeah, I don’t think that’s gonna happen. Not anytime soon, at least.

“There’s still something I don’t understand.” I clap my hands clean. “Why did my mom have Mona? If it’s so rare, why give it to her?”

Francis Pete looks to the sky like he’s consulting with a higher power, trying to map out a catch-all answer. “It’s a tricky business, what Marge and I do. Lot of creeps out there. Lot of people just in it for the quick money and the thrill of the high. Your mom wasn’t like that. She was good. When I got my hands on those little Mona babies—and believe me, it wasn’t easy—I knew just the mama for the job. I knew she’d take care and sell them to people who needed them, not just people who wanted them.”

My heart slouches, embarrassed for reducing Mona to a fast paycheck and an amusement park theme ride. Francis Pete is right—Mom was inherently good. Even when the funk came to town, I knew it wasn’t her giving me the cold shoulder or making poor decisions. It was always just the funk.

He wipes his mouth with a paper napkin. “Need a lift back home?”

I shrug but shake my head.

“Why so glum? You got us off your back. You got a job lined up right outta college. A new hat. What’s to be sad about?”

I sigh, my shoulders weighing down my spirit. Low and heavy. “I guess I’m bummed about a guy.”

“Oh, honey, a guy? You’re smarter than that.”

“I am smart. Doesn’t mean I don’t catch crushes.”

“He fuck your best friend?”

“No.”

“Empty your bank account?”

“No.”

“Post revenge porn under an untraceable alias?”

“What? No! He’s just a guy. An entrepreneur. He’s like you, but normal.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

I shrug. “I’m just not good at reading people, I guess.”

“Here’s the secret to reading people.” Francis Pete doesn’t bother consulting the sky this time; he advises me head-on. “People are way more scared of you than you are of them. People want to connect. We all do. If you allow yourself to operate under the belief that everyone just wants the same things as you—that we all crave the same universal ache for love and emotional investment—you’ll be met with favor. You don’t need to read people. If you’re putting out love, and they’re reading you, the rest will fall into place. Take this car, for example. She’s not trying to attract attention. She just is who she is. She’s puttin’ out love, pink pussy and all. She’s going places, connecting people. She lets people ride her, be inside her—lubing her up when she gets dry. It’s like that meme—you know, the one where two gas pump nozzles are trying to fit into one hole?”

“I know you’re trying to help right now, but it’s just coming off as creepy.”

“You’re right,” he says evenly. “I’m not good at reading people. But you know who is?” His gaze falls on Marge, a glint of pride in his toothy smile. “Did I tell you Marge gives the best hugs? They’re practically mythical.”

“I’m good.” I sigh, resigning myself to the likelihood that I am projecting disappointment in my love life only because I don’t want to admit to dropping the ball in real life. “I’m bummed because I didn’t finish my last final, OK? I know I can email my professor, and maybe she’ll let me retake it, but my phone is dead, so I have no idea. I just hate the way it makes me feel. I hate looking like a fool.”

Francis Pete crumples his greasy napkin and narrows his eyes. He assesses me acutely before saying, “Take me to your leader.”

Panic shoots up my spine faster than a Star Wars fan hearing the word remake. “What? No. Why? What are you gonna do?”

“I’m refusing you an unhappy ending.”
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Francis Pete is crying. Like really crying. Wailing. Keening. His face is all puffy, his eyes swollen and reduced to two beady slits. Professor Berry offers “Frank” another tissue, nudging the box toward her desk’s edge. Marinara sauce still lines the corners of his stained lips.

“I promised myself I wouldn’t cry,” he croaks, an entourage of snot-soaked tissues crowding his lap. They occupy his swirling hands, animating his anguish. “My late sister, Doris—she was so proud, so determined to make a name for herself in this world. The pressure nearly killed her… until it did. Arvy can’t help that she’s a chip off the old dead bird’s block.”

Professor Berry nods, her wide eyes unable to detach from his lament. When we first arrived, she didn’t recognize me on account of my disguise—the trucker hat and sunglasses masking my swollen face. Once she did, she gave me that look, and for the first time, I milked it, sinking my shoulders toward her desk.

“That’s why our little Arvy here freaked out during her test, ma’am. She’s too proud, you see. She’s been trying to convince everyone she’s OK, but nothing could be further from the truth. She’s not OK. She hasn’t grieved properly.” I hang my head, letting it sink a little deeper when he says it. Funny how pretend can do that—touch a nerve that exists offstage.

A clamorous wail shatters the room. “Please don’t punish an innocent girl because the world failed to recognize just how much she struggles.” I peer up at Francis Pete, looking for a crack in his fourth wall. But he’s so locked into the scene that, for a second, I wonder if he believes what he says.

“I understand,” Professor Berry concedes. “Frank, was it?” He nods. “Normally, we do not consult with relatives regarding these matters. Students are adults and of age to sign off on their own decisions and self-management.” She turns to me. “The university offers exemptions and accommodations to students who have lost a loved one. You could have inquired.”

“How dare you grief-shame my baby! Have you no decency, woman?”

“I-I was just educating—” she stammers.

“She doesn’t need a lecture—she needs a retest! A second chance.”

“Of course.” She turns to me. “Arvy, if you request a retest, I will accommodate it. I saw your exam after you left. It was obvious you hadn’t started. However, it’s the end of the week—the semester closes tomorrow. If you want to pass this class, you’ll have to take the exam today.”

“Today?” Francis Pete slaps the desk, outraged. “In this state?” He addresses my clothes.

“No, no.” I place a hand on “Frank’s” shoulder. “Today is fine. I can take it now.”

Francis Pete closes his eyes, his face bloated and red like he might burst. He reaches for me. “My baby, my fearless girl.” I hug him, patting his back. He burps. I smell pizza.

Professor Berry clears her throat. “Arvy, you can take the exam here, or I can have a proctor escort you to a testing center.”

“Here is fine,” I say, still hugging Francis Pete. “Thank you.”

He pulls away, sneaking a wink at me. He beams like a proud papa… or maybe a devilish fiend fleshed in red. I can’t make out his coloring behind these shades.
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Standing on University Drive, we dawdle next to the bumper of Francis Pete’s car, parked in front of Mom’s Caddy along the curb. I’m holding Wolf’s bag of dicks as Francis Pete scavenges through it. When he asked if he could take one, I considered saying no but figured fair is fair. Wolf fucked me over. Why shouldn’t I release his dick to the world? My orgasm is all over the internet.

“We’ll take this one,” he says, inspecting a canary-yellow dildo. “No, this one. Eh, maybe this one. Can we take a mold, too?”

Marge holds Mom like a gift beneath a Christmas tree. She’s still glowing.

I turn to her. “Do you wanna pick it?”

“Not for her, perv, for me. Marge and I talked while you were taking your test—we’re going into the soap business. You know, like Edward Norton in Fight Club. Or was it Brad Pitt? I never saw it. Too violent.”

“You wanna make penis soap?”

“Antibacterial penis soap. Check it out. The CDC recommends that everyone wash their hands for at least twenty seconds after using the bathroom, but no one does. You ever been in a bar bathroom on 6th Street? Filthy! That’s where this baby comes in. The penis shape makes daily hygiene fun and functional. We’re gonna teach the world how to give great hand jobs while encouraging a cleaner, sex-positive work environment. We’re calling it”—he flares his hands—“Handie Soap.”

I burst into a laugh. Large Marge grins, her silent chuckle fluttering her shirt.

He smiles, tempering our chuckles with a wave of his hands. “Shhhh, shhhhh, you’re gonna give the secret sauce away. We’re gonna make vaginas, too. Marge, don’t give me that look—I see you smiling, you big minx. You’ll be vulva famous! Arvy, listen, tell that dick model of yours to call me. I’m gonna make him an offer he can’t refuse.” He gasps. “Oh my god.” He bats Marge’s hip. “Did you hear me just now? I’ve never been able to use that quote in a sentence before.” He wiggles his eyebrows, a little dance possessing his hips. “This is the one, Marge, our big ticket. I can feel it.”

Marge rolls her eyes, but the stiff cold statue that greeted me Tuesday morning doesn’t seem to be showing any burdens. She is restored. A lighter giant.

“Marge,” Francis Pete hisses, a sly look in his eyes when he signals her closer, nudging his head toward me. “Come on. You got a whole car out of this, girl. Show Arvy what you got. I’m telling you, Arvy, my lady gives the greatest hugs in the world. Life-changing, really.”

“No offense, but I really, really don’t feel like being hugged right now.”

“Nonsense. Everyone needs a hug. Marge, do the thing. Pleeeeease.” He assures me, “It’s a luxury only the few and lucky get.”

I look at Marge, expecting her usual blank expression. But she smiles, willing, her gigantic breasts yielding to the slow expansive cove of her open arms. She grips Mom’s box with one hand.

Reluctant, I inch forward, feeling both curious and terrified when I remove my hat, lift my arms, and step into her. The sun disappears behind her back. She swaddles me, enfolding me between her breasts and arms. I surrender like a baby to a pillow.

Holy shit.

I drop my hat. I liquefy, my entire being transfused from a solid to warm goo. In Marge’s arms, I feel love and loss. Easy targets and hard-won laughs. I feel time in thin slices, as if memory were molecules and molecules were grace, and everything and everyone is just stuff floating in space. I feel how rare and lucky it is to understand. Most of all, I feel my mother, my fear of the funk so far away, it couldn’t find me if it tried. I pull away gradually, thanking Marge with my eyes.

Francis Pete ducks into his car. “Bye, Arvy!” Marge hands Mom back to me, and I follow behind her, giving her tips on how to clean the battery terminals and spark plugs when they corrode. I tell her about the slow coolant leak and insist that she always keep a gallon of water in the trunk in case the engine overheats. Mom taught me that.

“You know,” I offer before she gets behind the wheel, “Francis told me you sometimes get sad. My mom struggled with that, too. And not in a small way. Maybe you already knew that.” I expect her to look away, but she faces me directly. She nods. “This car was like a tool for her. Driving it around offered her enough time to distract from her struggle, to self-soothe, even if for a moment. I don’t know if that’s… healthy? Or even safe? This car didn’t drive the funk away, but it did help. She always said a fifteen-minute cruise through town was enough to lift her spirits. That’s how she met people. She got out.”

Marge nods confidently. Like she already knows.

I step to the curb, watching Mom’s pink monstrosity sail away, shrinking smaller and smaller. It turns a corner, and suddenly, it’s just me and Mom.

And Wolf’s bag of dicks.
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In my thirty-minute walk home, I rehearse what I might say to Wolf if I find him camped out and waiting for me, pacing my porch like a locked-out dog anticipating an owner’s return. I think about heading to Aunt Jean’s place instead, but I promised her I’d have everything out of the house before the buyers arrive tomorrow. I don’t imagine they’d appreciate a noose and tape-dressed folding chair bidding a warm welcome in their new primary bedroom.

My phone is still dead. I’ll have to sleep at Jean’s tonight to charge it.

Wolf isn’t there when I arrive, and I don’t know how I feel about that.

I take out the trash and repack my suitcases for San Francisco—one for me, one for Mom. I stack her photo albums like bricks in a coffin, folding her kaftan collection on top. I brave a cold shower in the dark. I unravel and coil the electrical cord noose and collapse the folding chair, along with the others in the dining room. And though it takes a while to muster the courage, I eventually knock on my neighbor’s door, asking if I can charge my phone long enough to order an Uber.

Dennis greets me with a smile. At least I think his name is Dennis. He was at the memorial.

When the phone flashes on, a slew of text messages pop up. I ignore all of them. These last hours feel sacred. I want them for myself.

My Uber driver offers to help when she sees me lugging the last of the boxes down the driveway. Stuff Jean wanted. I load them into the back seat and decline the driver’s help, but only because I need a greater favor.

“Can you wait?” I ask. “I just need to lock up.” She nods.

I savor the early evening air, taking my final steps up the driveway. With every stride, I question if I made the right decision to sell the house. When Mom died, Aunt Jean tried to convince me to keep it, to rent it out. “It’s a college town, Arvy. You will never be without renters.” But all I could think about was untethering myself from the funk, abandoning my Texas childhood to start adulthood somewhere new. Feeling these final hours of my home being mine… I fear I’ve fucked up majorly.

A part of me wants to buy the house back once I inherit the money, to beg the sellers to reconsider. I could tell them I was grieving and needed more time to figure things out. Truth is—the house felt sad without Mom. When the funk came to town, it bled itself slowly over time, sticking to the drywall like cigarette smoke, like even the funk had a reason to stay back and mourn her loss. When I sense its ghost, I recall good memories and bad, but more than that, I recall ones that will haunt me forever if I don’t let go.

If Mom comes back to haunt me, she knows where to find me.
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Friday morning arrives. I can barely keep my eyes open, sitting inside a title company waiting room and staring at a poster ad for kids’ summer camps… for aspiring entrepreneurs.

Staying at Aunt Jean’s house felt familiar, but far from comfortable. No good snacks in the pantry. No junk food in the freezer. No saved passwords in the streaming apps on her smart TV. That, and Jean likes to dog-sit. A lot. Says it supplements her income in a down market. Her bedsheets smelled like dried potpourri and slobbery dog toys. I fell asleep rehearsing all the lies I’d tell Jean in explanation for Shelley’s absence.

I stare at the ad poster, remembering none of them.

I’m ten minutes away! Jean texts. Tell them I’ll be there ASAP

I don’t know who they are. I’m too drained to investigate why the reception desk is deserted.

The waiting room is freezing in a way most Texans prefer, but my body is so sapped of energy that the cold hits like needles in my skin. I don’t know much about blood pressure, but I imagine any doctor would tell me I should be lying down right now sipping orange juice. My feet are blistered from running around all week. I can’t feel my thumbs.

Almost there, she texts. I turn to look outside, studying my reflection in the glass. At least my swelling has gone down.

I scroll through all the missed calls and text messages I chose to ignore last night and this morning.


ROSE: Are you OK? Call me ASAP 
Is Wolf with you? He’s not responding to my texts 
We cannot find Wolf. Please. CALL ME

WOLF: They found my car on campus. Are you there? 
I’m outside your house please I just want to know you’re ok 
Please be ok

JEAN: Our flight is delayed! Don’t panic. I will make it to closing 
Boarding now 
Just landed. Are you up? Call me 
Can you meet me at the title company? I’ll send you the address 
Traffic. Im omw I promise



I suppose I’ll have to tell Jean I sold the car. She’ll probably be relieved. One less thing on the Arvy checklist.

I can’t bring myself to text Wolf back—I still don’t know what to believe, what to care or not care about. I’ve known him less than a week. What right does he have to feel concerned about me? What right do I have to feel guilt for his concern? He cost me Sayter. Almost cost me my life. I owe him nothing.

Aunt Jean rushes in, panting, her huge tote slung over her back like a lapsed tortoise shell. Her face is sunburnt from vacation, accentuating hard tan lines from her sunglasses. “I’m here! Have they called us in yet? Where’s your car?”

The paperwork is monotonous—a bible of contracts and signatures. The small boardroom smells like Farmhouse cookies, and every few minutes the lady at the head of the table takes a metal notary stamp and slaps it down on a page like a guillotine dropping its blade. Aunt Jean signs her name big and boisterous, as does the escrow officer, like they’re in competition for who can act more official. I don’t know why the details bother me. Perhaps it’s my bitter pre-Mona nature coming back to remind me who’s boss.

“So you sold the car,” Aunt Jean says when the lady leaves the room. She nibbles a huge chocolate chip cookie, only permitting herself an inch before setting it down. “That’s good. Money is good.” Her tone seems more curious than relieved.

“Best to let these things go, right?”

She nods, struggling to swallow another bit of cookie. “To be honest, I’m surprised. I was starting to worry. But then I saw that you didn’t bring your mom with you today—leaving her home alone for once, finally. I know that’s been a”—she plucks the word—“thing for you. Taking her everywhere.”

I scowl, confused. “What do you mean?”

“You’re not carrying your mom.”

“I know. Why would that be strange?”

“Well, you… you haven’t…” She searches my eyes like there’s a missing puzzle piece in there, and she thought she had it. “Arvy, that urn hasn’t left your side since the day you got it. It’s been weeks. Even the university reached out to inquire. You kept taking it to class.”

My brow furrows. I hear what she’s saying, but it’s like I just stepped into an alternate reality. Kept taking it to class? Taking what to class?

“Did you… not realize?” she says.

“I don’t…” My tired mind struggles to comprehend.

“Arvy. Before I left this week, I hadn’t seen you without your mom’s ashes once, not once. It’s like you wouldn’t let her out of your sight. You took her to restaurants and counseling appointments. You took her to the bathroom when you showered. We tried to talk to you about it, but you just… acted like it was normal.”

I blink. I wind back the clock, straining to recall weeks prior. Yes, there were times I took Mom to class… but sometimes I didn’t go to class. Sure, I took her on drives around the neighborhood, but not all the time. Sometimes I’d stay in and play on my phone, propping the urn next to me on the couch. I try to recall a time—any time—before Tuesday when Mom wasn’t in my care, when I wasn’t holding her or guarding her between my ankles or standing nearby, close enough to be within earshot in case she wanted to talk.

The earliest memory I can recall of parting ways with her was when Wolf arrived at my house; I rushed out of the closet to meet him at the front door. I was given a mission—a temporary distraction—urgent enough to leave her behind. To self-preserve. It didn’t even occur to me that that was what I was doing.

It was Wolf. His knock snipped the tether without me ever being aware of it.

I bow my head, not knowing which emotion I want to give in to more: my deepest shame or my utmost gratitude.
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Filing through TSA, a zombie among zombies, I compose a brief text to Rose. It takes me a few tries to get it right.

I’m fine. Everything’s fine. Flying out today. Sorry for the drama. I’m not this girl.

I switch my phone to silent; the hustle and bustle of the terminal is all the noise I can handle today.

A throuple of TSA officers huddle around the X-ray machine. My carry-on hasn’t passed through yet, and by the queue, I deduce that the bag they are currently diagnosing is mine.

“Is this your bag, ma’am?” A female TSA officer waves me over to an inspection station. I slouch up to my suitcase on the counter. She opens the zipper. Mom’s duct-taped Amazon box sits on top of my clothes.

“It’s my mom,” I say.

She consults the officers behind her, grimacing when she returns. “Sorry for your loss, ma’am.” She nods me away.

I reconvene with the stragglers and power-walkers trekking toward the gates. An amplified public service announcement scrolls overhead. I slow, watching a young mom kneel in front of her daughter. She tightens the straps of the girl’s tiny backpack, taking her hand before leading the way. Like a parasite latching on to a host, I follow behind them, silent and pretending that I’m the girl’s big sister, and the young mom is our foster mom, coming to take us home. In the fantasy, I am not twenty-two. I am ageless. I find my gate and part with the illusion.

Sitting with the gate huggers, I watch passengers tend to various situations. Someone wants a different seat. Someone needs a translator. Someone can’t find their phone. I pull mine from my pocket, startled when I see a number at the top of the screen. Someone is calling me. The location says Westheimer.

I’m still actively ignoring texts, but seeing my hometown on-screen tugs an exception from me. “Hello?”

“Arvy? This is Imogen.”

Silence.

“From Sayter.” Her voice is shaky, her tone lighter than a bouquet of baby’s breath. I’m not sure how to take it.

“I wanted to speak with you in person, but they said you already left town. Congratulations on your internship. Sounds cool.”

I stall, my manners at war with being courteous and wanting to retreat. “Thanks.”

She clears her throat. “I thought you should know… I wanted you to know… nothing happened. Between Wolf and me, I mean.”

“Something happened.” I stare at an empty chair across from me. “Wolf wouldn’t have bolted out of that closet otherwise.”

“It’s not what you think.”

“I don’t want to think right now, Imogen. I’m sorry—you seem well-intentioned—but I really need to go.”

“Five minutes. If you want to hang up at any time, that’s fine. I just… I owe it to Wolf to do this. He’s not one to grovel or make excuses. He’s too considerate for that. I need to set the record straight. For him.”

I sigh, finding it odd that a Sayter girl would go out of her way to defend a guy, especially a girl who was once described to me as Rose’s “prized protégé.” But her promise of integrity hooks my interest. “Go on.”

“I care about Wolf. I care what people think of him, what they say about him.” She sighs through her nose. “I probably care more about him than Rose would like to disclose.”

“Yeah, I picked up on that.”

“Wolf and I… we have history. Not sexual history,” she clarifies quickly, “more like sexual tension history. For a long time, we liked each other, and I liked that feeling. Even when I couldn’t act on it, I liked feeling desired.”

I rub my forehead, beginning to doubt this conversation is for Wolf’s benefit. It sounds like a sympathy pitch to me.

“I knew staying at Sayter meant abstaining from him, but I liked having the option in my back pocket. Wolf was always walking around in plain sight. I liked that. He was a constant reminder that my celibacy was not a vow, but a choice. I was keeping my choices open.”

“I don’t think I need to hear this.”

“I’m getting to the point, I promise.” She draws a deep breath. “Over the last few months, Wolf hadn’t been coming around the house as much. We didn’t see him, and I sensed that something had changed in him. Like he was consciously distancing himself from Sayter. He wouldn’t return my texts. Wouldn’t flirt back when I brushed past him on campus. It scared me. I felt like I was losing an option, my favorite choice to abstain from. That day on campus when you saw me… when I saw you walking with him… I don’t know. Something in me just… snapped.”

“So, something did happen,” I affirm.

“God, this is so fucking embarrassing.” The word fuck sounds foreign coming from her, like it’s a part of her she doesn’t often tap into. All the Sayter girls I met were so confident, so quick-witted and sexually candid in their celibacy. I wonder if Imogen is more virginal than that, perhaps sheltered as a teen long before Sayter. “When you walked into the science building,” she continues, “I tried to approach him, but he ran into the maintenance closet. I followed him. I swung open the door and… well…”

“Just say it.”

“I kissed him. Like… really kissed him.”

My stomach drops. I always suspected, but hearing it from the source strips my denial of its luxury. Suddenly, “Wolf and Imogen” isn’t an idea—it’s a visual. Flesh and bone. “Did he kiss you back?” I ask.

“At first.”

My heart sinks. I draw a deep breath.

“But then he shoved me away. Hard. At first, I took it as rejection, like he was denying me the right to break my vow. I tried to kiss him again, but the look on his face… it was like he was protecting me from him. He was keeled over and shaking. He begged me to leave. I was so scared for him—I thought he was overdosing or something. I tried to help him to his feet. That’s when I looked down and noticed that he… wasn’t in pain, if you know what I mean.”

“And…?” I push further.

“I was stunned—I didn’t know what I was dealing with. It was obvious that he was high, and whatever he was on did not feel nice. I didn’t know what to do.”

“Why didn’t you call for help?”

“I tried. I opened my phone, but he knocked it away. Wolf is not one for scenes. Despite his profession, he is very protective of his reputation. I would never drum up trouble for him or Rose unless I felt it was necessary. Sayter is an institution of ambitious women. Believe it or not, there are a lot of people who would love to see it fall, merely as entertainment. The last thing Rose needs is the knowledge that her son—her only male recruiter—was high off his mind, on a college campus no less, with a giant”—she stumbles on a whisper—“boner.”

“It just seems crazy that you would stay in that closet… in that… situation.”

“I know Wolf. He would never hurt me, even in a compromised state. It felt manageable.” She groans, like she’s at war with the whole truth and nothing but the truth. “If I’m being honest…” She goes quiet.

“What?”

Her voice drops, as if she were speaking from the bottom of a well. “I wanted to watch.”

Silence.

“Do you think I’m disgusting?” she asks.

I shake my head at the empty seat across from me, imagining her sitting there in the same clothes I first saw her in, exuding that same glow in her hair and eyes, now dimmed. “No.”

“Do you think—”

“Wait, did he throw up?”

“W-what?”

“In the maintenance closet. He didn’t throw up?”

“Um. I mean, the closet smelled kind of sour.”

“So, he did throw up.”

“Wait, are you asking if he threw up because of me?” she jabs.

“You know what? Never mind. Stupid question.”

“If he did, he didn’t taste like it,” she backhands. I smile. For a minute, I was confused—why would a lion like Rose take a liking to a lamb?

“It’s fine.” I shake off the visual of Imogen tasting Wolf, surprised that it doesn’t bother me as much now. Maybe because she doesn’t bother me, and I find myself oddly enjoying her company.

“Nothing happened,” she echoes. “Nothing that matters, at least. By the time I stepped out of that closet, I was already grappling with the shame of it, how easily I would have thrown away my entire future to win back a boy. That’s why I called Chanel. I wanted someone to confide in, and I knew Chanel would listen and understand. I was shocked when she ratted me out—she isn’t like that. Guess she thought being true to Rose was more valuable than being true to me. I feel so stupid.”

“Your future is safe with or without Sayter, Imogen. You don’t need Sayter. It needs you.” I sober instantly, stunned by Wolf’s logic echoed from my lips. It just clicked into place. The last puzzle piece laid. He’s right—I’ve gotten where I am today because of me, no one else. I don’t need Rose to have a future. I don’t need Sayter.

“But I want it,” she pipes up, her lighter, brighter nature returning. “I believe in Rose’s mission. Her methods are unorthodox, but for some, they’re necessary. Some girls need that discipline—that tough love. I knew from the start I would be one of them.”

“Are you getting kicked out?”

“I’m on probation. Apparently, someone got through to Rose. Said something that made sense.”

“Ma’am.” A United attendant pops up, bending forward to meet my eyes. “We’re about to take off. Are you boarding this flight?”

“Oh!” I whip my head around. The waiting area is nearly cleared out. New passengers begin to fill vacant seats. “Yes! Uh, Imogen—I’m sorry, I have to go.”

“You’re on a plane?”

I hand the attendant my phone, scrambling to swipe open my boarding pass. I crowd behind her, lugging my carry-on to the desk. “Uh, hang on Imogen!” I yell toward the phone. “Just boarding a small space shuttle. I’m flying to the moon.” I hear her chuckle.

The attendant holds my screen against the scanner. Bleep. “Ma’am, we’re going to need to gate check this bag. All overhead compartments are full.”

“Of course, yeah. Uh—” I topple my carry-on to the ground, plopping my phone back up to my ear.

“Wolf is a good guy, Arvy,” Imogen says.

“J-just hang on.” I unzip my suitcase and grab Mom. Sorry, I mouth to the attendant.

“Ma’am, we need you to put your phone away.”

“I’m saying bye, I promise.” I zip the suitcase. She tears off a perforated receipt, strapping the tag to my carry-on. I hurry to the boarding bridge before she can reprimand me further, clutching Mom under my arm. “Imogen? Are you still there?”

“I said, ‘Wolf is a good guy.’ I would not have pursued him so aggressively otherwise. He cared about my future and never once tried to compromise it, even when I wanted him to. That’s what good guys do. I just thought you should know.”

“Thank you for telling me.”

“Ma’am—” At the end of the bridge, a flight attendant cocks her hip and scolds me, blocking the plane’s doorway.

“I-I have to go.”

“Good luck with the moon, Arvy.”

“You, too.”
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Reclining in a window seat, I hold Mom’s box like a baby in my lap. The plexiglass portal is thick, the clouds so dense I can’t see what’s ahead of me.

Mom feels featherlight in my arms. I hate that she doesn’t require a seat.

“Would you like something to drink?”

I look up at the flight attendant serving the two men beside me, a beverage cart parked in front of her. She’s not the attendant from the door; she’s less stern. Less polished. Her hair is soft and fuzzy—an orange cotton ball. Her cheeks are freckled, their constellations crowding to form a darker skin tone. A dainty gold chain dangles from her neck, the charm suspended in midair. It’s a tree. The Tree of Life.

“Something for you, ma’am?” She hands me a paper napkin.

A metallic taste drips down the back of my throat. Heat floods my sinuses. Before I can make sense of it, something trickles from my nostril.

“Oh!” she exclaims in alarm. She grabs more napkins. My nose is bleeding.

“I’m so sorry.” I lift my knuckle to my face, my hand shaking. I’m shaking. I press the napkins to my nose, mumbling “Sorry.” I turn to the guy next to me. “Sorry.”

All around us, voices merge and mingle like muffled sounds underwater. I can hear the pressure. I can feel the air in my lungs—patient but begging. She hands me a cup of ice.

“Thank you. Um…” I lean forward, embarrassment clouding my judgment. “Can she get a seat?”

“Who?”

I point down. “Her.”

“The… box?”

“It’s my mom.”

“Oh.” Her freckled face crinkles. “No, I’m sorry.”

“Right.” I nod, a sting of tears threatening my eyes. I pinch my nose and sit back. Right.

She debates what to do, trading a Coke can for a few hushed murmurs with the attendant behind her. “Hang on,” she tells me, and walks toward the front of the plane.

I lean against the headrest, dreading her return. Oh god. Am I getting kicked off the plane? I hug Mom closer to my chest when the flight attendant returns.

“Ma’am,” she murmurs, leaning in from the aisle, her necklace swaying like a pendulum between us. She hands me a plastic ice pack. “We don’t have any extra seats.”

“Right.” I’m still pinching, still nodding.

“Perhaps… she’d like to visit the cockpit? Normally, we don’t allow that, but the pilot says it’s OK.”

My heart blooms. I smile, the taste of blood dissolving in my throat. “Yeah, she’d like that.”

She holds out her hands. “May I?” I nod, and she takes the box. “I’ll take good care.”

“Thank you. Oh, uh—don’t let her touch any buttons. Or steer. She’s not good behind the wheel.”

She crinkles her brow, confused, then smiles. “OK.”
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When I deboard, my baggage is waiting for me inside the air bridge. I crowd Mom into my suitcase and walk through the terminal. A brand-new city—my new home—welcomes me with unknowns waiting beyond SFO’s walls. I follow signs to baggage claim but stop just short of an escalator. A small station of chairs and chargers beckons me—one last pit stop.

I sit and pull up Wolf’s number in my phone.

A text is tempting, but my conflicted heart persuades me to call.

It goes straight to voicemail.

“Hey,” I say. “It’s Arvy. I’m just calling to say… I dunno. Not ‘thank you.’ I think we’re past that. Or not, I don’t know. I feel… betrayed… confused… worried, culpable… I feel angry, but also… thankful? Like maybe there is something to say ‘thank you’ for, but the need for an apology is canceling it out.” I picture Wolf’s hands on his steering wheel, the ease of his chauffeuring, and how nice it felt to be sailed around my hometown all week—a farewell tour I didn’t register at the time. “In the Puka, we talked about shared versus singular experiences. We disagreed, and that’s fine. But… if you think Mona gave me a more satisfying experience than you did, I’m here to tell you—you’re wrong. Mona is selfish. She takes what she wants and does it on her clock. She doesn’t know when to stop or slow down. I can’t tell her how to touch me, how to tend to my aches. She can’t hold me when I cry or chuckle when I crack a joke. She can’t gauge me. Doesn’t listen. After all, isn’t that the key ingredient? Listening? Reading what the heart needs, what the body wants? How it wants it? Fast. Slow. Nice. Weird. Soft. Complicated. You said it yourself—sex is about communicating what the body needs. I agree.” I draw a breath, watching the world go by. People clutch their purses. People hold hands with their phones. People stop to plug themselves into walls. They seek out the gap in the line. They wait for the opening of a conversation. They stuff their mouths and shut their eyes and plug their ears, and it’s all so human and inevitable. “There’s a strange singularity to everything,” I say. “I don’t think we need drugs to make us feel more alone than we already are. If nothing else, let’s be honest. Who, in their deepest fantasies, wants to fuck a pill?”
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I sail down the escalator to the first-floor baggage claim, stopping to study a screen with flights and carousel assignments. I check my boarding pass and scan the massive room in search of familiar passengers. When I see one I don’t expect, I halt.

Wolf stands in the distance, idling a few feet from my assigned carousel. He’s on his phone. When he sees me, I’m transported. He is more than a familiar sighting; he is a feeling. A memory I never want to forget.

We lock eyes. He lifts his hand, eager. Embarrassed.

I take my time striding toward him, feeling my need for an apology slough off with every squeak of my Vans. The closer I get, the more defined his presence becomes, and for the first time, it isn’t his handsomeness that takes my breath away. It is our handsomeness, the way we attract, the way we strike a chord.

People pass through our line of sight, our gaze never faltering. A black backpack dangles at his feet—the overnight bag I left behind when I fled Sayter to take my test. Like Wolf, I wrote it off as something I would never see again.

We meet, toe-to-toe, not knowing what to say. At least I don’t. But the silence feels nice.

“I just wanted to make sure you got out here OK,” he says.

“How did you get here?”

“I flew.”

“Are your arms tired?”

He allows himself a small smile, a hitch to his cheeks. “You weren’t picking up your phone. I didn’t know how to reach you, so… hopping a flight seemed like the next logical choice.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Only twelve hours. You said you were flying out on Friday, but I didn’t know what time or terminal or airline. Figured if I couldn’t catch you going into an airport, maybe I could catch you coming out of one.”

“Had I known you would go to such expensive lengths for the sake of chivalry, I would have picked up the phone. Maybe.”

“I talked to my mom. She wants you to know her offer still stands to help you after you graduate. You’re always welcome at Sayter. No matter where we are, or what we are”—a tiny blush appears on his cheeks—“Sayter will always be there. If you want.”

A new warmth blooms inside my chest. “Really?”

He nods. He rocks on his heels, his gaze burrowing into mine. “I just listened to your voicemail,” he says softly.

I nod. He nods. We both nod, our measured smiles growing over time.

“And”—he unzips the backpack—“I brought your money.”

Inside the bag, a white envelope sits nestled atop my change of clothes and toiletries. “It’s all there,” he says. “Ten thousand. Plus, a little extra from Chanel’s generous offer, minus what I paid for the flight. Figured you wouldn’t mind.”

I shake my head. “Keep it.”

“I don’t want it.”

A high-pitched buzzer wails. The carousel begins to churn. Crowds surround on all sides, but we don’t move. It feels good to stare, to neutralize whatever miscommunications and tensions we left behind in Texas.

“We could split it,” I suggest. “You can pay back your mom.”

His lips press into a hard line. “Some things you just have to do on your own.”

“Not all things.”

He smirks, allowing himself a bigger smile. A more heated gaze. “No, not all things.”

“When do you fly back?”

He draws a deep breath, taking in the whole room with it. “In about six hours.”

“Want to catch an Uber and go to my place? I don’t know how far it is or what it looks like, but I hear it’s small and expensive, there’s no AC, and the bed is in the kitchen.”

“Sounds hot.”

“I’ll have to blindfold you, though. Can’t have you knowing where I live.”

We maneuver in silence, somehow knowing exactly what feels in tune. Like travel companions from another life, we formulate as though we’ve been doing it for years. He takes my carry-on and slings my backpack over his shoulder. I retrieve Mom’s checked bag from the carousel, along with Wolf’s duffel bag of dick, which he slowly pries from my hands. “I was gonna mail that.” He nods, side-eyeing. God, that smile.

Side by side, we follow the signs marked for rideshares, navigating long corridors and crowded elevators until we end up on the top floor of an open-air parking garage—a zoned-off section for Ubers.

A cool breeze swoops past us; I pause, swooning. Wolf chuckles, watching me soak up the California climate. “Little different from Texas,” he says. I nod, closing my eyes, rejoicing. A cool May? Texas, I love you, but I will never forgive your summers.

Cars honk in the distance. I can hear the shuttles below us, their engines idling, their wheels crawling to a start. The exhaust fumes somehow smell different here, more pleasant. I can’t wait to smell the Pacific Ocean.

“Ten minutes,” I say when the little car on my app pops up and glides along its route. I keep my head down, idling a few steps from a concrete wall, not sure how to occupy the silence Wolf is shelling out. The tension is palpable, filled with all the things we’re too wired or tired to say.

Looking past my phone, I see Wolf’s boots edge closer to my Vans, their proximity stirring my focus. Fluttering my core. Flustered, I keep my eyes cast down, tracking his slow advancing steps until I’m biting back a giddy smile. He closes in, his hands sliding around my waist, chest pressing against my phone until I have no choice but to pin it to my chest. I try to play cool—try to steady my breath when his forehead meets mine—but my eyes are closing, pulse kicking. He steers me backward, gently, leading our bodies until my shoulders graze a cold concrete wall. I melt, loving the way its icy surface kisses me back.

I tip my chin, too nervous to open my eyes. His lips are soft. Wet and warm.

My phone rings.

“Ignore it,” I mutter, devouring his kiss, raking my hands through his hair. Nearby, someone chuckles. Someone whistles.

My phone keeps ringing.

Wolf pins his full weight and height astride me, ducking his head to suckle my neck when I reach for my phone—turning to read the screen. My core shudders. Nipples tighten. I press Accept and smash the phone to my ear.

“Hello, Jean?” I pant. Wolf’s tongue wriggles, dancing with my earlobe.

Jean’s tone is light but slightly hitched when she says, “Arvy. Where’s Shelley?”
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